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One





Ash smiled at Ghast, took a short breath, and then let it out.

The terrifyingly beautiful woman had an effect on him even now. Despite Siu having drained him only a few moments ago.

“The Emperor’s stupid rules,” Ghast murmured.

“Yes, his stupid rules,” confirmed Ash. “Would you like me to tell you everything first, or would you like to?”

He said the last while moving his hand across the table and holding it out to her, giving her the choice.

“Well,” Ghast murmured, sighed, and then let her hand fall away from her chin. Surprisingly, she reached across the table where the two of them were sitting and took Ash’s hand in her own. He hadn’t intended for her to do that. “I suppose you telling me what’s going on would be a great place to start then. I seem to be behind.”

Her long pale-brown hair was pulled back behind her head, except for a set of bangs that framed her beautiful face. Brown eyes—which were so light in color they were almost green—stared into his 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. She had clean, sharp lines to her jaw and nose that gave her a very refined and elegant look.

Full lips, a mouth that appeared to smile often, and a skin tone that was clear and blemish-free. There wasn’t a single feature or facet of her that was incapable of capturing and holding Ash’s attention.

Ghast’s fingers slid through Ash’s and then held his hand.

Her fingers felt damp and clammy, as if she’d been going through hot and cold flashes and her body was desperately trying to recover.

Not that he could blame her.

Ash taking all her Qi, giving it back, taking it, and then giving it back again, had most certainly scattered her control.

“That just isn’t fair,” Siu purred, and then simply put her hand down on Ash’s shoulder.

“I… I’m sorry. It isn’t intentional,” Ghast apologized with a soft click of her tongue while turning her eyes to Siu, who was behind Ash.

Unable to help himself, he glanced over at the woman as well, even as the cool-headed and wonderfully desire-free feeling continued due to Siu.

She had black hair that’d been trimmed, pulled back, and braided behind her head. Her dark-brown eyes were crinkled at the corners while looking at Ghast.

Her hat was currently dangling behind her head on some type of tie.

Siu was slim, athletic, and built for martial arts. An ideal beauty for the realm, in truth.

Unfortunately for Ash, or more accurately his interest, she was also a year or two older than him and had a somewhat mature air.

Something Ash definitely had an attraction to.

It was a similar feeling to that which Ghast gave off, in fact.

“I’m afraid my Dao doesn’t allow me to stop with… well… what I am,” admitted Ghast and squeezed Ash’s hand. “If I could stop it, I promise I would.”

“It’s fine,” breathed Siu in a husky voice. A moment later, her hand shifted to rest on Ash’s opposite shoulder. Her hip slid up and pressed to him where her hand had originally been. “I don’t mind, since it empowers me anyway. Please, don’t mind me and continue.”

“Ah… I’ll start then as you asked,” Ash began with an odd thought. That literally this all began with the Emperor and very well might end with him, too. “As I said, I killed the Realm Lord and ended up here. The Emperor sent me here personally.

“He mentioned being here for a few centuries, but he didn’t exactly specify.”

Ghast’s brow furrowed, and she nodded her head fractionally.

“So… I came here. Killed your Hand, became a citizen of Wahst,” Ash continued, wondering how much to reveal to her. He doubted she needed most of the details that concerned her directly, like becoming the Hand. “After that… after that, I put down formations in the city.

“Originally the formations were supposed to just… guide Qi from the surrounding area to Wahst.”

Blinking several times, Ghast was now fully invested in the conversation. The hand that held Ash’s had flexed and was now grasping his.

The door behind him clicked, followed by Na coming over to the table.

The Handmaiden, Na Sheng, began to lay out a small service that looked like a late lunch or a light early dinner.

Na was attractive. Pretty, even.

She shared many features with her cousin, Mei.

Today, her blue-black hair was loose and hung free. Her gray eyes were warm and ready when she met Ash’s gaze.

The difference between Na and Mei was mostly in two things.

Na was more attractive than Mei, though she lacked Mei’s wonderfully endowed chest.

Each had regretted they didn’t have the other’s attributes.

Na finished up quickly, then moved back behind Ash.

“Originally,” Ghast murmured, prompting him to continue while releasing his hand. She daintily pulled her plate and teacup closer to herself and looked pleased. “Is this actually tea?”

“Yes, Lady Ghast,” Na replied from behind him. “We have a plan for a steady supply of outside resources. Tea is part of that.”

Ghast made a happy noise that reminded him of Locke, before she picked up her teacup.

“Originally… we expanded them. We thought of going to the edge of the prison wall to have the formation slowly creep up the wall,” admitted Ash. “We haven’t done that yet. We made plans for it but never did it. It seems like perhaps we won’t have to, either.

“The Qi is already shifting just with the basic formations I put down and… what I suspect… is me.”

Ash’s Dao took that moment to flare to life.

It roared to a full usage, the golden pillar flashing into extreme activity.

Plunging Ash and the whole of Wahst into the world of sand.

It reached upwards some way before rapidly falling back into Ash’s Qi-Sea. As it did so, it seemed to claw at the world and push at it.

Forcing everything into a different momentum.

This wasn’t the first time his Dao had acted on its own since killing an entire army. In the short time he’d been awake, he had felt it flare up a number of times.

No one seemed to notice the change, though Ash once more felt a shift in the momentum around him. That whatever had happened, wasn’t something that was immediately able to be noticed.

Ghast only nodded her head partially at that.

“Beyond that… I mostly just stayed here in Wahst. Opened a Sect, developed some new weapons, and did as you bade me. I had no plans to bother you or the other Qi-Lords,” confessed Ash. “In fact, if not for what happened with Heights and the people in the wilds… I never would have even pulled on your Qi as I did.

“Though, now that I’m talking about it, I have to admit that I suspect the Emperor seems to be reacting to me making the moves I am.

“His pulling out of the guards seemed to line up with me having more of my Brides going through. Given the life-time of a cultivator, let alone the Emperor, that’s… it’s too much to believe it’s a coincidence.”

Chewing at her lower lip, and looking incredibly cute for some reason, Ghast looked very introspective. It was clear all her thoughts were turning and churning away at what’d just been told to her.

Then she clicked her tongue and looked back to Ash.

“Heights. What happened there? How did… how did you do this… to us?” she asked, picking a direction to talk about.

“The Heights were attacked by people who live in the wilds. I think this isn’t just an attack that was limited to Heights either,” Ash said.

“Hui believes that this was an attack against all cities,” interjected Hui, stepping forward toward the table. Her dark hair was braided and pulled back from her face.

Where her dark-brown eyes had been empty when he’d met her here in the prison, they were now glimmering and bright.

Filled with an intensity that never left.

Someone had said that Hui rivaled anyone they’d met in the looks department, with a body that could compete with even Locke’s.

“An attack against all cities to try and take them over,” Hui stated with absolute conviction. “Hui… ah… I, I believe this to be absolutely true. Heights was decimated.

“It will take extreme efforts for it to become anything. There was also a city in the wildlands that was a forward base to attack Wahst.

“That is where we fought an army. Where Ashley… Ashley killed them all. By himself. A lake of blood was made for the fallen Bride. It refuses to diminish and has not dried up or congealed. It’s just… fresh blood.”

Ash felt a grimace at the memory of the dead Bride.

“Where you also bound our Qi together,” Ghast murmured with a small nod of her head.



Wait, what?





No.





I could cut the tie if I truly wished. It isn’t permanent.



Ash gave Ghast a smile at that.



Isn’t it?





Shit.



“Okay, I think that answers the questions I had, actually,” Ghast mumbled and took a long sip of her tea. Then she set it down, picked up a meat-bun and took a bite.

For someone who had just gone from Qi-Lord to serving one, she seemed calm.

Almost too calm, in fact.

Ash reached up and laid his hand atop Siu’s.

At the moment, he was incredibly grateful to her. Her constant drain of his libido kept his mind quite fresh and clear.

“Mm, that’s lovely,” Ghast said as she finished her bite. She set the bun down and looked at Ash with a smile. “You know… I find this rather… fine, actually. It’s all fine.

“I thought I’d be forced into a bed for the rest of my life, beaten, or killed outright. Which, given my position and how many people hate me, those were all quite valid conclusions.

“Yet, here I am, having expected to have lost my horse, but now find that it was actually a blessing.”

“I… yes? Yes,” Ash said, not really following.

Whatever the idiom was she’d just used, he wasn’t familiar with it.

He was glad that Ghast didn’t seem bothered, but he didn’t understand it completely.

There was no way his confusion wasn’t showing on his face.

Ghast watched him for several seconds, then smiled more broadly.

“You’re a Fated One, aren’t you,” she stated. “An actual Outlander, not someone with Outlander blood. A Fated One Outlander.”

Taking another sip of her tea, Ghast sighed and nodded her head.

“I’m a woman that curses my gifts, my abilities, for they force me to grow them ever more, and put me in more danger,” began Ghast with some hesitation. Then she gestured at herself. “I’m beautiful. You admitted it yourself. You said you regretted that you wouldn’t be intimate with me. Your Bride there is constantly draining you of your libido just to think clearly.”

“Yes,” agreed Ash.

“I’m desirable.”

“Yes.”

“I’m appealing to you in a way that feels mystical, even if I’m not using any ability on you.”

“Definitely.”

There was a moment when he felt Siu’s hand shift on his shoulder, but nothing more. As if his agreement with the statements was ramping him upward again.

“I mentioned this isn’t by design. It isn’t, but it is. I had to give myself these gifts. These abilities, this Dao, to survive here,” Ghast explained with a shake of her head. “I was already quite beautiful before this. Attractive. Appealing.

“I suffered for it. I decided I wouldn’t any longer. I weaponized myself until they couldn’t harm me. Except that my weapons are also what brings in danger.

“It brings more danger, so I have to be stronger to handle even that. An ever… climbing tower. A horse that has lost the bit. A boulder coming down the mountain as it grows ever steeper.

“I’ve battled endlessly with everyone all the way up to the position I’m in now, just ever looking for a place to be safe.”



Reminds me of Siu.



As if she had the same thought, Siu’s hand tightened on Ash’s shoulder.

“To the point that I became a Qi-Lord. I battle other Qi-Lords simply for the sake of keeping my own agency, since they’d prefer me in their bed and I am not a possession,” murmured Ghast with a nod of her head. Then she chuckled. “So yes. Given the situation, I find this all quite lovely.

“You’ve stated you have no designs on my body, no desires on my position, and don’t want anything of my empire. You… just want to stay here in Wahst. You even pushed more Qi back to me, than what you took.”



Wait, I did?





I did?





I don’t—oh.





Oh.





It was probably condensed and pure.



Ash was trying to control his thoughts even as he had them. To keep them quiet enough, or at least, to not be too loud inside his own head.

Locke was sleeping after all.

Sleeping in the Hall for the first time since they’d been sent to prison.

“To me, it just seems like… I’m going to continue going as I was. Though now, with a strong backer… partner?

“Well… someone who I can rely on. One who doesn’t want anything from me other than to do what I have been doing,” explained Ghast, looking extremely pleased. “Now, if you don’t mind, a small directional change in the conversation.

“To me, it sounds like the Qi shift will continue to move down. Most likely, all the way down. Either through accident or deliberate choice.”

“Probably,” Ash agreed. “My end goal is to punch a hole out of the prison, by the way. I’ll need a lot of Qi to do that. I can store… ah… there is no limit.

“I’m limited by the amount of Qi available only. There is no upper limit for me. At any level.”

Ghast raised her eyebrows at that and nodded her head. She’d taken a bite from her bun while Ash talked.

Picking up her teacup, she took a dainty sip and then cleared her throat.

“Well, I gather my Qi through my deals and taking those I defeated as citizens,” Ghast murmured, her eyes moving away from Ash. “Outside of being able to… drain… women, I can set relationships of Qi between myself and anyone.

“There were many who attempted to fight me or get in my way. Anyone who did so and survived was moved to a farm. They’re expected to cultivate, live, and do nothing on this farm.

“I drain all the Qi away and keep it for myself. If the Qi moves to the bottom level of the prison, I’ll need to move my farms.

“How destroyed is Heights? Or that other city in the wilds? I feel like those would be appropriate locations for my farms to operate, somewhere where they can act as citizens. Immigrants.

“They won’t mind at all being moved, of course. If anything, they might enjoy the change in location. Most of them have been farmers for many years and I imagine it’d be a great change of scenery.

“I know. I know…I’m being far too merciful. Letting my enemies be part of my organization, even as farmers, is a risk. I’ve heard it many times but… I just couldn’t bring myself to kill possible resources.”

Ash opened his mouth while staring at the beautiful woman. He had honestly been thinking that what she’d been describing sounded incredibly cruel.

Only to remember that even here, in prison, the morality of his old world didn’t apply.

A world where humanity, kindness, and mercy were luxuries that could be afforded only by the most powerful.

“I would never say such a thing,” countered Ash. “I find it to be a positive thing that you want to keep your resources moving.

“As for where to put them… Heights. Definitely Heights. It’s a very short distance from Wahst and we would be able to respond quickly.”

“I would personally recommend a Bridal manse in between the two locations,” Siu interjected, pushing her hip to Ash’s shoulder. As if to indicate she was speaking to him. “It’d be a good place to train and house others as well.”

Ash nodded his head at that idea. It was indeed a good idea.



That reminds me, I should try to get the Bridal Mansion working now that the Hall is repaired. In fact, I should go to the Hall itself.





I haven’t gone there in a long time.





A very long time.



“—move them to Heights,” Ghast conceded and finished her meat-bun. There was a very pleased look on her face. “Did you want to install a Hand and City-Lord yourself or did you want me to do it?

“I plan on remaining in the higher levels, by the way. If everyone will start moving down later on, I need to start acting now. I’m going to try and purchase a few cities around Wahst if possible.

“When they start all moving down to follow the Qi, I’ll likely buy the upper resources. Because, after all, you could easily put down a formation at the top just as you did the bottom. Could you not?”

“I definitely could,” Ash agreed.

“And there it is. I just have to rely on my partner in this and handle the Qi-Lord responsibilities for him in return,” mused Ghast with a low and warm chuckle. “This is all rather comfortable for me, if I’m being honest. A weight has lifted off my shoulders.”

There was an instant response from Ash that Siu drained away even as she stood there. If he was being honest with himself, he wasn’t enjoying the way Ghast seemed to be constantly pulling at him without even trying.



I’ll… see if Locke could provide some type of limiter for Ghast. Maybe if she could put whatever she’s doing on an on/off switch, she’d be able to do whatever else she wanted to do.



“Alright… then… I guess that’s everything on my end,” Ash offered with a shrug and then took a long sip of his tea.

“Indeed! I’m going to head out and go see about running down Si’Sha again. Though maybe I’ll force her to wager some things down here this time. She does have a city not too far from here,” Ghast mused, taking a quick sip of her tea. “Actually, that’d work out rather well.

“Now… City-Lord? Hand? You never responded to that question.”

“You pick,” Ash quickly said with a shake of his head. “Just make sure they’re someone I can work with since I’ll need to make sure it’s going the way I want it to.

“I’ll end up doing my best to make Heights a sister-city to Wahst. I plan on enforcing the laws of Wahst there and building it up in the same way. To get it into a similar place.”

“I can do that, that isn’t a concern at all,” Ghast murmured, sighed, and then looked to Ash with a forlorn smile. “Then I suppose that’s all. I’ll go back to Qi-Lord things and handle my side.

“As to Qi… just try to keep me at where I’m at right now or just under it. This is about what I’d need at any given moment to keep ourselves safe.

“If you don’t mind, that is. If you want to give me more than that, feel free. I’ll be happy to utilize it to expand our territory.”

Ash nodded his head, then stood up.

It was time to see Ghast off.

Check a few things around the Sect, like the Knights of Sheng, then to make a trip he hadn’t in a long while.

He wanted to go to the Hall.





Two





Ash watched Ghast’s airship quickly move off into the sky.

She’d lingered only long enough to get another cup of tea, have a side discussion with Siu about their similar abilities, and then left.

It’d honestly been rather pleasant, which had been somewhat shocking.

“I actually like her,” Siu murmured, laying a hand on Ash’s back. “I understand her at a level I hadn’t expected.”

With a grunt, Ash nodded his head.

He could certainly believe that, given what Ghast had said.

“Now… I’m going to go run down Rou and then Luan,” stated Siu, her fingers tightening on Ash’s shoulder. “What’re your plans?”

“Yes, what is your next goal, Master Sheng?” Na asked.

Given that they were in public, he wasn’t surprised that she’d reverted to that tone of address.

“I wanted to go check on the knights,” Ash murmured and looked back toward the road that’d take him to the sect. “After that… I need to go somewhere else.”

Reaching up, he gently pulled Siu’s arm down, hesitated, then put his arm around the beautiful woman’s shoulders. Not waiting, he began walking back toward the sect.

“Oh me, oh my,” purred Siu, her fan snapping open and covering the lower part of her mouth. Her eyes had turned to the side, and she was gazing at him. “Ashley Sheng, just what are you doing?”

“Walking. With my Bride. Na doesn’t like it when I do things like this to her, so you’re it,” Ash said.

“Yes, Master Sheng is correct,” agreed Na, taking up his left side.

“Well, who am I to decline my husband? I shall stay with you as long as I can,” whispered Siu, her eyes lingering on him for a moment before turning away. Her fan fluttered slowly in front of her face.

He hadn’t missed how most men viewed Siu.

Stared at her, really.

For some reason, Ash was feeling possessive at the moment.

A flicker of thought chalked this all up to their brief conversation about her wanting to be an actual wife and that it wasn’t in jest.

“Ah… oh… oh my,” Siu whispered, sounding actually surprised.

Glancing over at her, he saw that his hand had reflexively curled up around Siu. It was resting atop her neckline in a way he often did with Mei when he put his arm around her.

Siu’s eyes were wide and round, her fan moving a bit faster now.

“Uh, sorry,” Ash said.

Before he could pull his hand, Siu’s fan closed, tipped backward and pressed to his wrist. Stopping him from pulling his hand away.

After a second, and Ash understanding that she didn’t want his hand to move away, Siu pulled her fan away and kept looking forward.

They entered the sect without incident.

The Knights were still laid out as they had been when they began their transformation. There were a number of people going about and offering what they could for those attempting the change.

Rou, the red-haired, blue-eyed, beautiful Qi Healer was among their number. She stood out in the veil they originally came from as an Outlander, or someone born from one.

Here, in this prison, there were a great many more people that shared coloring of hair and eye with Ash and Rou. They didn’t stand out so badly.

Walking over, Ash came to a stop as Rou worked on an aspirant with a grimace on her face. He knew firsthand that it was somewhat disorienting to be around the Knights.

Even ones who were just starting out as such.

They rejected all Qi around them. Especially Qi from cultivators.

What she seemed to be doing was treating their physical ailments with physical means. More akin to a doctor or a nurse than a Qi-healer.

Finishing with a gentle pat on the Knight aspirant’s chest, who Ash only belatedly realized was a woman, Rou stood up.

On turning, she realized Ash was standing there.

“Oh! Ash, hello,” Rou murmured with a tired smile. Followed by a sigh and her looking at the young woman suffering beside them. “Before you ask, seven have died out of a hundred.”

Ash felt the wince on his face forming.

“Which is amazing,” Rou stated, causing Ash’s emotions to freeze up as well as his grimace. “We were only expecting perhaps ten to survive. Once again, it’s… just… Ashley Sheng, the Fated One.

“This’ll be right up there with a story that starts with ‘and the first generation of Knights survived despite all the odds’. Or something of that nature.”

Slowly, Ash nodded his head.

“Of course,” Na stated with absolute belief. “These people will all form the absolute center of the Knighthood. They must be above and beyond the rest.”

In that moment, Ash’s Dao reared up and spun wildly for several seconds before settling again. It seemed to agree with Na’s statement.

“I’m glad they’re surviving,” Ash said, disregarding everything else that was said. “Is there anything else you or they need from me?”

“No, nothing,” Rou murmured and glanced at him. She gave him a smile, dipped her head fractionally, and then moved to the next aspirant.

“Ah… are you leaving now, then?” Siu asked, her head tilting fractionally to one side and looking at him. “And where to?”

“The Hall,” answered Ash.

Rou’s head snapped around and looked at him.

He felt Na tighten up behind him, as well as Siu’s arm tense.

“The Hall is open?” asked Na in a tight voice.

“Yeah? It fixed itself when the thing happened,” Ash admitted. “Locke’s sleeping there.”

“I… will… return, Master Sheng, please… please wait-wait for me,” Na pleaded and then set off at a sprint.

Siu’s fan was fluttering rapidly while looking around, her eyes picking over everyone nearby. Then she settled in one direction.

“Ah… Ashley?” she asked quietly. “There are several of my top-ranking Brides that I would like to bring to the Hall. Do you mind?”

“No, not at all,” he agreed easily. “Would you like to go fetch them? I assume Na went to go get people as well.”

“Yes, she did. Thank you, Husband,” Siu said and snapped her fan shut. She gently eased herself out from under his arm and took off at a very swift walk.

Ash was unable to help himself and watched Siu as she went. She wasn’t walking in a provocative way, but she had a natural fluid grace to her that felt mature.

Womanly.

Siu just about stopped midstep and looked back at him over her shoulder. Her brows bunched up, her lip caught between her teeth, and she watched him for several seconds.

Then she started moving again.

She quickly turned the corner and vanished.

Standing there, amongst the Knight-aspirants of Sheng, Ash hesitated for only a moment before he decided to focus on cultivating.

Moving away from the aspirants, Ash walked some distance away. Once he found a section of grass that looked quite nice, he sat down upon it.

He crossed his legs, put his hands palm up atop his knees, and closed his eyes. Easing his awareness inside himself, then out to everything around him.

In a single second, he connected to the city of Wahst without meaning to.

A breath after that and his Dao rose up once again and linked into Ash as well as Wahst. His lower Dantian, his Qi-Sea, was swollen with Qi at the moment. Nearly filled from top to bottom with solid Qi the likes of which was akin to cement.

It was circling about the golden pillar of his Dao in its traditional whirlpool.

The statues, however, were missing.

Statues in various materials and poses used to be all spread about his Qi-Sea of those who had pledged to him.

They were all gone.

Before he could process that, Ash felt his Dao essentially eject him from the lower-Dantian and into the middle one.

Where every single statue was.

They were all here in the empty white space of it.

All the statues that were in the inner circles were made of gold. At about the halfway mark out, they turned to silver, and that held to the very ends of the statues.

Those at the extreme edges were bronze or even stone.



Ah… those who have pledged to me, but are hesitant.





As they grow closer to the pledge and the belief, they receive more in return.





They join my momentum.





This is probably why Hui could feel a change the moment she did so. Because… because the pledge, my Dao, and who I am, are lined up.





My Dao now influences the pledges. They receive power in accordance with their pledge.





That… means… I should put a chain on every single Bride I can.





Doesn’t it?





I’ll have Mei, Locke, and Siu arrange that.



At the center of the statues was no longer his Dao.

Now, it was a statue of himself.

It was no bigger, less defined, or more defined, than the other statues, though it was wrought in gold. There was also a great deal of power emanating from it.

Suddenly, golden chains burst out of the statue and began pushing out to the statues. They attached within the blink of an eye to all of those he already was feeding Qi to.

With only a slight delay, the chains sunk into every other statue as well. Even stretching out all the way to the stone-ones at the perimeter.

Even as the chains touched the statues, a number of the silver-ones suddenly turned gold. A handful of the stone statues similarly changed to a silver color.

Chains between Ash and every single pledge now existed.

There was an outflow of Qi to nearly every single one of them, though, from several, there was an inflow as well. As if they couldn’t receive any Qi from him.

The feed from them was very slow, but it was happening.

Ash felt his Qi gain from the world around him slow down to a crawl. He was still bringing in extra, which was being transmitted to the Hall, but it was very slow.

Thankfully the line to Ghast was shut right now. He didn’t want to provide her any or take any unless he had to.

Amusingly, several more statues converted into higher ranked versions. As if the Qi that they were receiving and their benefits fueled their fervor.

Just as he was starting to get a handle on the whole of it after having wished for a chain to reach out to every pledged bride, he was ejected again.

This time out of himself entirely, and instead, into the cultivators sense of Wahst.

Wahst was clean and clear of unwished for Qi. The whole of it, as one entity, was fit and ready.

As Ash settled his awareness on it, the city began to cultivate. Qi was being drawn in from the surroundings and much further away, then siphoned into the city.

The Sect, or more accurately Ash, was the focal point of this cultivation. Qi was swept up and brought through the city.

As with any cultivation, unwanted elements of Qi were swept up in the rush.

Though as it was previously, they were just as quickly ejected forcefully from the city.

Some of the fresh Qi that moved through the city was incorporated into people. Those who perhaps had a Dantian that could accept Qi.

Just as cells, or body parts, would absorb some, though most of it continued on to Ash. When it arrived, it washed him in a wave of Qi.

All the excess that the city couldn’t store in the Sect grounds flooded into Ash.

Which was quickly fed back into the chains he had made.

The vast majority of his Brides suddenly were being pumped full of Qi and the remainder was being dumped into the Hall.

In no time at all, the Brides were filled to bursting and could receive no more. The chains no longer provided them with anything and instead, all of it started pushing into the Hall.

Once the first cycle was complete, Ash felt sure of it now.

His Dantian, the city, and his Dao, were all linked.

The whole of Wahst moved with his momentum by choice.

Those citizens in the city who wanted no part of this, had long since left.

Abandoning the city to go elsewhere.

Satisfied, Ash let himself cultivate fully.

Cycling his body and Wahst at the same time. With each pass he felt everything settle more correctly into place.

As if he were giving rice a shake through a strainer as he washed it. The water going clear with relative ease with only a few passes.

Running a rake through freshly churned earth and finding no rocks to pull free at all, only smooth soil.

Things felt right.

Both his body and the city were in a great condition.

Everything was moving with his momentum.

There was a change he had noted though as he continued to cultivate.

A great many points of momentum settled into place around him. With each he felt the power of his cultivation, for both him and the city, increase.

Feeling a waning of the Qi coming to the edges of the city, as well as the fact that the city wasn’t able to absorb any more at all and it was all going to Ash, he let it all come to a stop as the current cycle ended.

Letting out a breath, Ash felt greatly refreshed.

Opening his eyes, he was surprised for all of a microsecond.

His Brides were all arrayed out around him, in every direction.

Each of them was cultivating and seemed to be deep into themselves.

Or he’d thought they were.

Collectively their eyes all opened, and heads turned toward him.

“That was… Hui is… I’m amazed,” breathed Hui, from behind him. Her hands, which had been lightly resting atop his own, flexed briefly. “Fated One amongst Fated Ones.”

He hadn’t even realized she was pressed up to his back and holding his hands with her own. Much as she always tried to, she’d been using him as a focusing device for her own cultivation.

Directly in front of him was Mei, sharing so many features and details with her cousin Na, though considerably more developed in the chest.

Next to her was Jia, her brown eyes locked with his now. Her hair, the color of midnight, was loose and trailed down her shoulders.

Jia was a willowy and athletic woman, a beauty in the realms of the Emperor.

“I did not realize how true it was when you said… the city could cultivate,” mumbled Jia. “I suddenly found myself cultivating despite being in the middle of eating a snack.”

“It came on so suddenly,” breathed a Bride from somewhere behind Jia. “I felt Master Sheng… touch me… then Qi began to fill me. Then Qi was everywhere.”

Heads nodded all over at that.

“It would seem, my beloved Ashley, that your momentum ever grows,” purred Mei. “I take it all the Brides are… connected, now?”

Ash nodded his head at that.

Chains sped out from him to every single person here. There were also a number that shot straight off toward the distant sky above him.

Frowning, Ash peered up at those chains. Not quite understanding what they were. The only chain he had here that could be going that way, was to the man who nearly killed Tala, Chunhua, and Hui.

Tentatively, Ash turned his attention to those chains.

Immediately he could feel Brides on the other end of them. Brides who were suddenly cultivating frantically and using the abundance of Qi to push themselves onward.

As well as a determined and warm Liu who could feel him in return on the other end of the chain.

“I can feel them,” Ash whispered, staring up at the chains.

They’d never steered him wrong previously. They had always led straight to wherever his target was.

“You can what?” Siu asked from somewhere behind him.

“Brides. I can feel… Brides. The… connection… leads that way,” Ash said and reached out to lightly touch Liu’s chain.

She responded by blindly reaching out to him from the other end. He could feel her calling his name, though not hear it.

“There is something up there. Something that leads back to our realm,” Ash said, coming to a final thought on why the chains were going that way.

Somewhere, somehow, above him, a point existed that traveled back to his own veil.

His own realm.

“Then that’s where we’ll go,” Hui affirmed and rubbed her cheek back and forth against his shoulder. Causing his awareness of the extremely beautiful woman plastered against his back to scramble his thoughts. He could most certainly feel her heavily endowed chest crushed to his back now. “While they all scramble down to chase the Qi, the Sheng shall go up. Conquer them all as we go and take over this veil.

“Take it over and convert it to the Sheng stronghold. What better place to keep people out than a prison? It isn’t as if the Emperor cares. All his guards have been removed.

“There have been no prisoners sent here other than by Gen or Hu. We can request that they no longer do so either. In fact… we should see if we can inspect the device that lets them send people here.

“Perhaps we could learn even more secrets with it. A way to seal our stronghold off from the outside world.

“That or we seal off the entrance to our stronghold. So that the Emperor or anyone else can’t just arrive here.

“I would suggest we use formations to trap anyone who steps through into that building and be subjected to whatever we wish.”

Ash glanced up again, to where the chains continued off into the distance.

He didn’t like it, but he thought he might need to wake up Locke after all.

“Is it time to go to the Hall?” Jia asked curiously. “I admit I am eager to return to it. It is as if it were a home away from home to a degree.”

“Ah, yeah. The Hall,” answered Ash.

“You were cultivating for a while, Ashley. The sun is setting,” Siu advised. “Locke would likely be happy to be woken up at this point. She has been able to sleep for at least seven hours. This is news she would want to hear.”

“Alright. Then… who’s all going?” asked Ash, looking at Mei and Jia.

“As many as you can take,” Mei responded with a grin. “This’ll be a good opportunity for the Brides to see just how deep their Fated One’s presence goes.”

Unable to refute that, doubly so now that he had seen a number of statues become golden and that they were deeply part of his Dao, Ash did so.

He grabbed all the Brides in the area who had been cultivating with him, and took them to the Hall.

One moment, everyone was sitting in the sect; the next, everyone was inside the Hall.

It was a shocking transition for many of them, but for Ash, what he felt, and saw was far more shocking as he compared it to how it had once been.

Before it’d been repaired, that was.

Now Ash didn’t even know what to say.

“It’s… changed,” whispered Mei, standing next to him.





Three





As far as Ash could see in every direction, the Hall had expanded.

He’d known for a while that as the treasure repaired itself, more and more services, the ability to assist Locke and himself, as well as the skills and abilities available, grew.

Additionally, the land kept expanding outward. Ever increasing its landmass in every direction.

The edge of which Ash had never really explored.

Whenever he’d come to the Hall, he’d had goals and needs to meet. Things to do or something he wanted to take care of.

Exploration really hadn’t been something he had done.

Now it seemed that had been an error on his part.

He could see other buildings besides the primary library that he had always used. A number of outbuildings, in fact.

“This is… the Hall,” Siu whispered as Hui began walking off to one side. She looked very excited.

Siu let her head slowly turn around as she looked about. Her left hand came up and gently pressed to Ash’s lower back.

He instantly felt his libido drain once more. Hui and her closeness made him very aware of her.

The brides quickly pulled off their Weimaos, all of them looking at Mei, Ash, and Siu.

“Do whatever it is you need to do,” Ash said, looking at the other two. He smiled at them. “While this isn’t their Bridal Manse, this is certainly something similar. I leave it to you two to decide how to handle this.

“I trust you both, do what you feel is best. No need to ask me. I’m going to go run down Locke. I need to see what her abilities are now that the Hall is fully restored.”

“Of course,” Mei murmured and smiled, looking at Siu. “I’ll provide the tour. Do you want to go set up those buildings?”

Siu nodded her head to that, her hand lingering on Ash’s back.

Smiling, Ash left it at that and moved away. The lingering warmth of Siu’s hand left him feeling a bit fuzzy, though only for a moment.

Heading into the main building, Ash quickly went to the stairs that would lead up to the third floor.

On that floor, there was a private area. It was often where he had taken Moira to bed, as well as Locke.

“Ah, I’m excited to be heading back here,” remarked Moira as if she heard his very thoughts.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the black-and-white-haired Owl.

Her eyes were incredibly large and yellow.

She graced him with a warm smile as their eyes met.

Beside her was Tala, the beautifully black-haired, rabbit-eared warrior woman. Her bright green eyes were crinkled at the corners, and she looked to be enjoying herself.

“Oh, yes, we could do that three-way thing again. I enjoyed it last time. It felt more like a two-vs-one, though, than a three-way. The naming sounds wrong,” Tala argued, her smile turning into an odd frown as she looked at Moira. “My Elegant Self is quite eager to experience it agai, despite the poor name.”

“Only because we did it wrong, I suppose. Neither of us are romantically interested in each other,” explained Moira. “We’re comrades only.”

“Oh… oh! Ahhh, my Elegant Self now understands,” Tala exclaimed. “This is more what Locke wishes for, yes?”

“Well, maybe. I’m not sure I believe her. She has an odd look similar to Yue at times,” Moira countered as they reached the third floor.



Huh.





That’s a good point.





Locke may not actually want a three-way but is stuck somewhere between my own idle fantasies and what she thinks she wants to do based on LBA memories.



The “entry room” or “living room” was the same as it ever was.

Several recliners, a large couch, love seat, coffee table, and bookshelf. He hadn’t spent much time here, but he could see himself doing that if he ever had any free time.

Doubly so since there was a kitchen and dining room attached to it, separated by a small half wall on the far end.

Moving beyond the room, he went to the hall that led away from it. This hall was lined with doors that led to individual bedrooms.

Ash looked at the chains in front of him. There were a number that seemed to be bundled into themselves and going nowhere.

Ash figured those were all the chains that went to Brides that weren’t reachable from here in the Hall.

Like Liu.



Or… or… ah… Yue?





Yue.





Yue would have a chain.





I can… yes.





As soon as we’re done here.





I need to go pull on Yue.



There was one chain that led to the door of a room in this hall, which would likely have Locke in it.

The furthest one in the back on the left, which happened to be the one Ash had often used as well.

Which wasn’t surprising.

“We’ll wait here,” Moira remarked and sat down on the loveseat in the living room. Tala was currently at the bookcase fingering the spines to see if anything stood out as interesting to her.

Moving to the end of the hall, Ash opened the door.

Inside was his bed, a desk, a chair, a bedside table, and a bedpan.

Spread out, twisted in his sheets, and absolutely naked, was the beautiful woman who was Locke. Hui could compete with her in breast size and figure, but no one else could.

On top of that, Locke had certainly made her face incredibly pretty.

At the moment, her green eyes were closed, and her brown hair was spread out around her head in a wild mess.



She’s sleeping, sleeping.





Not just resting her body here, but sleeping.



Locke grunted, snorted, and then rolled over to her side.

The door hanging in his hand, Ash suddenly realized that this wasn’t what he wanted after all. Waking Locke up would just be the wrong step, given how deeply she was sleeping.

With a groan, Locke lifted her head up from the bed and looked right at him.

Her eyes focused on him but weren’t really seeing him. As if she knew he was there, was looking at him, but wasn’t processing it.

“My Chosen One,” she slurred in a way that sounded like her tongue wasn’t moving.

Then she held her arms out to him, her hands opening and closing.

Grinning, Ash realized Locke had likely sensed his presence.

“Your Chosen One is here. You awake enough to take a message for later?” he asked, coming over to stand at the head of the bed.

Locke grunted, her arms falling back into the bed. Then she squirmed her way to the side closest to him and grabbed his pant leg.

“Maybe,” she mumbled.

“When you wake up, my beloved Locke Sheng, seek me out. I want to talk about the Hall, what all changed, you, and what I’ve discovered. Okay?” he asked, reaching down to lightly run his fingers through Locke’s hair.

He hadn’t really shown much in the way of physical affection like this.

“Mmm. Nnkay,” moaned Locke.

Standing there, Ash just carded his fingers through her hair. Carefully and making sure to not linger if he hit a snag or a knot.

He knew everyone would want to run around and look at the Hall. He could spend some time just standing here and showing Locke physical care.

A minute after he started, Locke opened her eyes and peered up at him. Watching him and quite fully awake now.

“I love you,” she whispered in a squeak.

“I know. And I love you, my warm and fuzzy little housewife. You did so well in clearing all the obstacles I kept complaining about,” answered Ash. “Now… go back to sleep. Rest. We’ll have lots of work to do. I’ll leave since it seems like I’m keeping you up.”

“You… could put me to bed,” offered Locke in a tone he knew well. “Then you could go back to the others… I’d sleep better.”

Grinning, Ash decided to do just that.





***





He found Jia, Mei, Na, Rou, Hui, Siu, Moira, and even Tala all together in the living room. Spread out on the couches, chairs, love seat, and even in Tala’s case, laid out on the rug.



Now all it needs is my pretty white-eyed Sorc—



Chunhua practically appeared from thin air next to him, wrapped him up in a hug, and kissed him. The beautiful Qi magician, similarly figured to Mei, had clearly been experimenting with Qi-Elements.

To the point that she’d figured out how to hide in a way like Elder Li-Yong could.

The lovely sorceress had her tongue in his mouth before he had even realized he was being kissed, in fact.

He certainly didn’t fight her, however.

Instead, he stepped forward, pushed Chunhua’s back up against a wall, and kissed her in return. His hands remained stuck to her hips, but he desperately wanted to paw at her openly.

“Oh me, oh my,” whispered Siu. “He most certainly wasn’t doing anything with Locke if that’s how he handles Chunhua.”

“He was not?” Jia asked in a surprised tone.

Holding Chunhua up for several seconds like that, Ash finally released her.

He smiled at her as the kiss broke and peered at her face.

“Feeling better?” he asked, his eyes searching her face.

She’d been rather deeply wounded by their unknown adversary from the wilds. To the point that even with Rou’s Qi-healing she was still in need of rest.

“Not really,” Chunhua admitted with a half-choked breath. She was staring at him in a way that she hadn’t before. “I’m still on bed rest.”

“What a waste of a perfect opportunity,” mused Tala. “If it were my Elegant Self, I would have stated, ‘I’m still on bed rest, don’t you want to come rest in my bed?’ but I suppose… perhaps that’s a bit much for some people.”

Chunhua’s face had turned a deep scarlet at Tala’s words, though she didn’t look away from Ash.

Smiling, he gave Chunhua another, shorter kiss, then moved over to where everyone was in the living room. He needed to break away from her or he would most certainly end up giving into his sudden boiling temptations.

The simple reality was that he was now living his life in a forward and active way. He wasn’t content to just be passive and let things happen.

Now, he acted on things.

Even his libido, in fact.

“Hui… your weapon… ah… I…? I… that—” Hui’s voice trailed off from where she had been sat down next to the bookcase. “I want to kiss you.”

The suddenness of her unexpected statement left Ash at a loss.

“Ah… Hui, dear weapon of Master Sheng, would you mind if we talked about directions, plans, and strategies first?” Jia asked with a kind tone. “Once we figure some things out, and you act as our brilliant strategist, then I think we could easily change gears to discuss your own place in the family.

“Like kissing Ashley or other such things. Would you mind at all?”

Hui blinked, nodded her head quickly, smiled, and then stood up.

“Yes! That would be ideal. Yes. What… how do we start? I’ve never been part of something like this,” Hui admitted, looking around the room. “Shen just… would tell us what to do, and we’d do it. There wasn’t any conversation at all. Any plan we came up with was almost immediately thrown out as wrong.”

“That’s idiotic,” Ash grumbled and then moved to where Na had jumped out of her recliner. Readily he took the seat as he knew she had vacated it for him.

Then he promptly grabbed Na by the wrist, jerked on it, and sent her straight into his lap with a plop.

The beautiful, and now very red-faced Na looked floored at what’d just happened.

Putting his arms around Na’s hips, Ash leaned back and got comfortable.

“Some of the best ideas we’ve had as a group have been collectively made. With input from everyone,” he continued, looking over to Hui. “One person making every choice is just asking for resentment and bad ideas.

“Even kings, presidents, or emperors, the best of them, act with information from those they trust most.

“Now… a few things… first, Locke is fine. She’s sleeping. Actually sleeping. Seems she and her soul have bonded quite firmly with her body, and she is… she’s fine. Just very tired.”

“Oh good,” Rou said with a light clap of her hands and a relieved sigh. “I admit I was nervous for our dear Locke Sheng. She’s a naughty thing, but I do like her.”

Na was now staring at her feet as they dangled off the edge of the recliner. Her hands were folded in her lap, and she looked at a complete loss.

“Husband,” Mei murmured with a wide grin. “Please release your Handmaiden. My dear cousin is absolutely beside herself.

“I would willingly take her place if you like, but there are those who just will never be comfortable with your views on public displays of affection.”



Oh?





Oh!





That’s a good thing then. That means she absolutely views herself as having value.





Previously, she was willing to do whatever, whenever, without a care. As if she mattered not at all.



Gently as he could, Ash eased Na off his lap, then summoned a chair from somewhere else in the Hall.

It arrived easily.

Though surprisingly, it had a Bride seated in it.

She was pretty and young, with hair so light brown in color that it was bordering on no longer being brown but possibly blonde.

She had extremely light-brown eyes as well, which looked more hazel than anything, a figure that supported a large bust and wide waist, and a surprised look on her attractive face.

Ash had a hard time not staring at her.

It didn’t hurt that, once again, she was built in a fun way. She wasn’t as well built as Locke, but she wasn’t far behind. More similar to Chunhua, in fact, or a bit better.

Closer to Mei, maybe.



Once again… my Fated One status. Ever bringing about the beautiful and talented.



“Ah?” she asked curiously. Her eyes quickly flicked through everyone there and ended on Ash. She jumped out of her seat. “Bride… Bride Xiuying reporting for… reporting… ah… to be… a Bride?”

“Oh me, oh my,” murmured Siu with a warm chuckle. “You pushed Na off your lap and summoned a Bride instead. Is she to take her place?”

Before Ash could even respond, Xiuying sat herself down in Ash’s lap without even a word. She wormed around briefly and then went still, looking at Ash, then Siu. As if wanting someone else to give her further instructions, having taken Siu’s words as just that.

A command.

“I admit this is sudden, though I’m incredibly excited to be chosen for this role,” Xiuying stated with a wide and particularly attractive smile. “Bride Siu, thank you for this opportunity. I know I was only recently promoted to your second, but I’m eager to show my abilities.”

Everyone was looking at Xiuying and Ash in equal measure.

Na, for her part, looked grateful for some reason.

She took the chair that’d been summoned, smiled from ear to ear, and then looked to Ash. As if Xiuying wasn’t an issue in any way, shape, or form.

“Well, you seemed to have a direction you wished to draw the conversation in. What is it?” Moira asked, her head tilting to one side.

It seemed everyone had collectively dismissed Xiuying.

“I can see chains heading to the top of the prison. There is an exit there. I want to move up,” Ash said simply. There was no reason to elaborate for these people. They were all intelligent in their own ways. “I’d like to change our formations to begin defensive works as well.

“If we’re going to move up as the Qi comes down, so too will our enemies. They will attempt to take our cities by force, or by funds. There’s no reason to allow that in any way.”

“Ah, I can work at that,” murmured a rosy-cheeked Chunhua. She was leaning against the couch next to Rou. “Rou and I have been experimenting a lot, and she’s been helping me with my formations. I think I can handle the work if I take a Bridal Party with me.”

Siu had gotten up and sauntered over to Ash. She gently laid several fingers against Ash’s shoulder as she moved past him and to the kitchen area.

The drain of his libido was welcome. He had a hard time not focusing on Xiuying’s rear end in his lap, let alone having just kissed Chunhua as deeply as he had.

Regardless of having ‘put Locke to sleep,’ he was still ready for more.

“That’s not a problem. I would suggest the Chrysanthemum Party,” Siu offered as she left the room for the kitchen. “Mei?”

“I would agree. That’s a good choice. They have a good blend of talents,” concurred Mei. “If… if possible, I’d like to include Knight Tan. While he’s still learning, it would do him good to go on a mission.

“When is the Templar likely to be finished, Ashley, dear?”

Xiuying had been following the conversation as it went, looking back and forth. Now she was looking down at Ash with a wide and beaming smile.

Unexpectedly, she then picked up Ash’s hands, moving them to place one of them on her waist and the other one on her thighs. As if she suddenly realized that was where they were supposed to be.

Ignoring her, not wanting to admit he had only wanted her chair, Ash didn’t move his hands, or address her.

“I’ll finish it tonight. I need to do some other things as well,” admitted Ash. “We’ll also need to dispatch people to Heights to begin reinforcing it.”

“Poppy Party,” Mei said without even a second of thought, her head turning as if to look to the kitchen.

“Yes!” called Siu.

Mei nodded her head and looked at Jia.

“I would also send Poppy, yes,” confirmed Jia, who then looked to Moira. “Moira, would you please accompany that group? Your gifts would be deeply appreciated in this.”

Moira immediately shook her head at that without even a thought. Then her head shake slowed, and she let out a heavy sigh.

“I will go, but only because I know if I try to claim I must not leave Ashley’s side, it would just be selfish. We’ve all made sacrifices,” Moira answered with heavy finality.

“Moira, thank you. I appreciate you doing this,” Ash offered, leaning to the side to look beyond Xiuying’s chest. “I know you said you would rather die than be separated, but… as a family… we must ever struggle forward.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Xiuying murmured and then leaned into Ash. Putting her breasts right up to the side of his face in the doing, and putting her arm around his shoulders.

Quite literally sprawling out across him.

Though his view was now unrestricted.

Blinking several times, Ash was confused.

Deeply confused.

This was all extraordinary to the point of it being incredulous.

Very little of this made sense to him at the moment.

“That’s better, thank you, Bride Xiuying,” Na confirmed with a dip of her head. Then she looked to Hui. “Dear weapon of Ashley Sheng, what are your thoughts? You are also a key strategist. If not the strategist.”

Hui looked up from the hole she had been staring into the floor.

“We must immediately strengthen Heights as well as the Outsider city,” she stated with absolute certainty. “We must move our forces to that city and claim it outright tomorrow. From there, we must take any other city that we can as well.

“We should build a formation between all of our cities so that they are linked into one… body. One organism.

“If we can begin to make them cultivate as Wahst does, and lock them in a formation, we could quite literally make this a fortress.

“Something that would drain and eliminate any unwanted personages. Just as a body would eject any toxic Qi, we would eject any unwanted.

“That is our best defense in the long term. As we take more cities, we would expand our formations to include and encompass more.

“In the fullness of time, we could lock down all of the Sheng Sanctuary. A prison no more, but a fortress.”

“Oh yes, that’s amazing. I know that all the Brides would approve, Bride Hui,” Xiuying stated and leaned forward. Just about pushing Ash’s head into her cleavage. There was a faint clatter as if she was taking a cup and saucer into hand. “Thank you, Bride Siu. That’s very kind of you.”

“Of course, of course. You’re taking such good care of my dear Husband,” purred Siu. “Do be a dear Bride and make sure he eats some of that, mind you. I know we don’t each much anymore, but he still doesn’t eat enough.”

A cleansing rush went through Ash, once more clearing him of his libido.

Which Ash had needed, given Xiuying as a whole.

“— the Lake of the Fallen Bride,” Jia murmured softly. “After that, we should construct that fortress we had discussed. I think, given our Husband’s newest gift to us all, we could make that happen.”

“Fallen Bride?” Ash asked.

Before he could press further, Xiuying turned his face up, so he was staring into her rather pretty features. He hadn’t even noticed when she had moved her hands.

She was gently holding up a slice of an apple for him.

“Here, Husband. Your Bride must tend to you. Please eat for me?” Xiuying requested, giving him a wide and warm smile that showed off her teeth. The way she’d asked reminded him of somewhere between Siu and Locke.

Unable to resist, he leaned forward and took the apple slice from her.

Shaking her head with a laugh, Xiuying then caught her lower lip between her teeth. She watched him as he chewed, the next apple slice clearly ready.

Waiting for him just to feed him the next piece.



Locke?





Uhm… are you awake yet? Dear?





I think I’m being messed with.







Four





Looking across to the Outsider city, Ash wasn’t sure how to feel.

Locke hadn’t woken up.

In fact, when he’d checked on her briefly, he found that she’d woken, eaten something, and gone back to sleep.

Only an empty plate on the bedstand table remained as a silent witness to the act.

At this moment, their best course of action was to follow Hui’s plan.

To take the cities around them, push out, and keep taking ground.

The faster the better.

Before the Qi-Lords from above descended. Because once they determined the Qi really was traveling down, they’d likely go all out to make moves down here.

Ash had been contemplating creating a limited duration formation that’d deactivate his own Qi-collection formation. To let it function long enough to make a lot of moves down here, then cancel it, and let the leash go on his original formation.

If he did it in concert with Ghast, it’d likely work even better. In controlling the flow of Qi, and letting her know which way it flowed, she could make the best possible purchases and deals.

“Yes. Hui… ah… ah… that… I… I-I-I-I-I-I… I. I agree with your statement,” growled Hui with a stomp of her foot. She’d been pacing along at Ash’s right. Tala was on his left, and Siu was directly behind him, along with Mei.

Everyone else was moving with the Brides and working to quickly surround the Outsider city. They were going to make sure there weren’t any surprises and put down some of the perimeter formations.

Things Ash and Chunhua had worked on together and gotten ready so that the Brides could move into the city with sensors and directions already being made for them.

Or more accurately, indicators for anything that went against the momentum of the Sheng Alliance.

They were deep parts of those formations with true connections to Ash via his chains, which in turn, would alert the Brides.

With such things acting like neon signs, they would be able to clear the city with ease, without risking themselves to ambushes or surprises.

That didn’t count the number of formations that would just attack anyone who truly was opposed to their momentum.

“If we counter the flow we’ve made, send it back up… well, it’ll do everything you suggested, Mistress Sheng,” Hui continued even as Ash ran along his thoughts.

She reached out and stuck an arm around Ash’s hip and pulled him close, only to snatch his hand with hers.

Then she grabbed his other hand with her own as well.

Immediately, she began cycling the entirety of her Qi-Sea through him.

Emptying herself of everything other than a bare trace of Qi.

Given how much death Qi she’d taken in, and the way it happened, it was no surprise that her Qi was still turbulent. Despite him acting as her purifier a handful of times already.

“Hui Sheng, you must ask before you do such things,” chided Mei. “Ashley is unlikely to say no unless other things are transpiring, but you should ask him.

“It doesn’t do his prestige any favors with you simply acting without asking his permission.”

“Oh… oh, yes… ah… you’re right. I’ll do that in the future, Mistress Sheng,” Hui apologized, yet didn’t break away from him. Though it wasn’t like she could, either. Until her Qi-Sea returned to her, there was nothing that could be done.

“I should just feed you Qi-bricks like a giant squirrel. Name you something like… Nibbles,” grumbled Ash.

“I would most certainly like Qi-bricks. Many people went to tour the Qi-vault and were shocked at the depth of the Sheng Alliance’s wealth,” blurted out Hui. “No one dared to touch it, but we were all… there was no security.”

“As if I wouldn’t give my Brides a portion,” countered Ash bluntly.

Not far off were a number of Brides who were here acting as a security squad.

He didn’t miss the fact that more than a few of their heads turned at his response.

“Do you think the title of Bride is for show?” asked Ash, deciding to push this just a bit. He knew what he wanted from these women now.

They were his elite force.

Those at the peak.

There would be thousands below them that were merely part of the alliance. Even more tens of thousands below that.

Those who made it into the ranks of the Brides would be low and restricted. As they grew in power, their recruitment would become ever more selective.

“You’ve read their bylaws. Their formation and beliefs,” Ash continued, meeting Hui’s wide eyes. “They’re my Brides. Though the time will be short, and eventually, I’ll part ways with them, they are my Brides.

“The same can be said for my Brothers when the time comes. They will be my Brothers.”

“Ah! I knew it. I was right all along. We really are his brides!” chirped Xiuying, who was marching along behind Siu and Mei. For some reason, Siu had brought her along. “Husband, I love you!”

Blinking, somewhat shocked, Ash turned and looked back to the woman.

She had her veiled hat hanging off the back of her shoulders and was facing him head-on with a radiant smile.

“As I love you, Bride Xiuying,” replied Ash, suddenly realizing he was trapped by his own earlier words. To not respond to her as a husband would shatter the illusion. “I like your hairclips, by the way. They bring out your eyes.”

“Thank you! Do you really like them? I thought they were a bit child-like, but they really do help me stand out amongst the Brides. They’re all so beautiful!” Xiuying gushed, reaching up to touch one of the red-colored clips in her hair. They hadn’t been there earlier.

Ash nodded his head and looked forward again.

As he turned his head, his eyes fell on the very disturbing-to-behold lake of blood. He had heard someone mention it and now that he saw it, he understood it wasn’t just a silly title.

It really was a lake of blood.

One that he had made out of the bodies of the enemies.

His mind flickered back to the sight of a Bride having her head smashed in after having surrendered. Her being executed played through his head in slow motion.

In response to his sudden and burning desire to punish people, his Dao boiled away internally.

The golden pillar grinding slowly in place.

Afterward, every single chain gently rattled as a pulse of Qi shot down them to reaffirm all the Brides were there.

That none were missing.

He would know if they were.

“Ahhh, Ashley? Are you alright?” Mei asked in a concerned voice.

“I’m fine,” he answered, forcing down the anger. “Just… the lake.”

“The lake?” Tala asked. “Husband? Please?”

“The Bride that died,” Ash finished, feeling somewhat hollow. “I don’t know her name. I can’t… not… see her death. In my mind.”

“She was named Li. A very warm-hearted woman,” offered Siu in a solemn tone. “Not very talented, but always willing to try. I know that she would be flattered to know that your rage at her death ended the battle outright.”

“It was amazing to see your rage at the loss of a Bride,” chimed in Xiuying. “It made me swoon for you and want to give you children then and there.

“Now the Lake of the Fallen Bride will always be part of our history. I went and visited the lake earlier while the groups were forming and paid my respects.

“It’s fascinating that it hasn’t drained in even the slightest. I don’t think it ever will. It’s bound by the event.”

Ash grunted at that, then disengaged himself from Hui as her Qi-Sea returned. He gently closed off her ability to cultivate through him.

“I need to go… make… a call, I guess. I’ll be right over there,” he said, and gestured to an empty space not far. “Don’t risk anyone. Slow. Let the formations work.”

“Of course, Ashley,” promised Mei. “I know what you’re asking. We won’t risk a single Bride if we don’t have to. You love your Brides.”

“I do,” whispered Ash with a small nod of his head.

Slowly, he walked some distance away. Not too far, but far enough that it was obvious he wanted some peace and quiet.

He carefully erected a Qi-barrier around himself to make sure no sound leaked.

Then he reached up with his awareness and sorted through all the Qi-chains that led up into the sky. He wanted one in particular at this moment.

In no time at all, he found it.

Grasping it, Ash threw a chunk of Qi along it as well as what he hoped was his intention.

For Yue to come home to him. To come home and give up on whatever she was doing. That she was needed and missed.

He felt the Qi travel along the chain to Ying-Yue.

Felt it when it left the realm.

Knew when it struck Yue and absolutely filled her Dantian along with his desire.

There was no response from Yue, and he wasn’t sure if that was for a lack of trying on her part, or just not something she could do.

After all, he owned the chain, not her.

It was entirely likely in fact that all she could do was receive feelings.



Probably should have tested that out.





Actually… hm.



Turning, Ash looked back to the group.

Siu was staring at him, her head tilted to one side, and holding one of her metal fans closed, but pressed to her chin. Her eyes were locked on him in a way that reminded him of a hunting dog.

A grin spread across her face as soon as their eyes met.

Releasing Yue’s chain, Ash instead grasped hold of Siu’s.

The moment he did, he could tell she was aware of it. Her eyes widened and her cheeks immediately took on a reddish hue.

With a small pulse of Qi sent along the chain, he sent the intention that he wanted her to come over to him. That he needed her.

He could see the small orb of Qi as it raced along the chain and even when it struck Siu. Though there was no immediate visible response.

Siu then turned her head, said something to Mei, and then began walking off.

Surprisingly, Xiuying came with her as well.

The bright and bubbly Bride practically bounced out of the formation and joined Siu, who was a near opposite to the other woman with how serious, sexy, and determined she looked.

The two Brides walked through Ash’s Qi silencing bubble.

“You called for me, dear Husband?” Siu purred, her fan snapping out and covering part of her face with it.

“I did. Thank you so much for coming,” confirmed Ash. “Could… you describe how that felt to you? Did you try to send anything back?”

“I most certainly felt your desire for me to join you. It was most certainly as clear as you telling me to come over,” agreed Siu. “Though I didn’t see a way to send anything back to you.”

“May I test something?” he tried instead.

“You can try anything you like with me. It’s why I brought Xiuying over. Just in case I needed help,” confirmed Siu.

“Thank you so much for including me, Bride Siu,” blurted Xiuying with a happy laugh and a clapping of her hands together. The woman didn’t seem to belong in this veil at all.

Most certainly not as a cultivator.

Ash gently pushed forward another pulse to Siu. This time he wanted her to use it to tell him how she felt.

Once the Qi landed on her, he waited a brief moment, then reversed the Qi-chain. Pulling back an equal measure of Qi from her that he had given her.

A pink orb flowed along the chain back to him.

When it arrived, he carefully studied the Qi as it entered his Dantian and the Qi-Sea.

There was no feeling to it.

Nothing at all.

He most certainly could tell that the entirety of her Qi was built upon only one thing though. One thing and one thing alone.

Lust for him.

Extreme, overwhelming, unending, lust for him in particular.

As if the entirety of her Dao had been built with the simple goal of wanting him carnally.

It was no wonder she said she fed off his libido.

Before he’d realized it, his Qi-Sea had ripped apart the Qi, cleansed it, and then it was nothing more than Qi. Even then, there were no emotions to it.

“I would assume that failed, given your visible disappointment?” Siu purred, her fan slowly going back and forth.

“Yes. Yes, it did,” grumbled Ash. He quickly reversed the chain again and pushed Qi back to Siu. It was just a touch more than what would be required to fill her Qi-Sea to bursting.

Ash did try to color it with an absurd amount of desire for her.

Her personally.

The mature, wise, and womanly Siu who felt somehow older and what he wanted. To see her naked and laid out beneath him.

When that landed, Siu’s body locked up and her fan went still. Her already rosy cheeks drained of all color, then became a scarlet flame.

As if her face were made out of a red piece of paper.

“Try it with me?” Xiuying asked with a small bounce that made her body move in a fun way. “I’ll try anything with you! That’s why I’m here.

“I’m Fortune’s Chosen, you know! I’m not a Fated One like you, though.”



Fortune’s Chosen?





That’s a new one.





I don’t think I’ve ever read about that or even heard of it in any of the stories I’ve read.



“— guess that means that my Fortune is that of a Fated One? I have no idea! But I’m excited,” Xiuying continued, still bouncing in place. She was an energetic young woman. “I mean, you summoned me personally after all.

“And before that, you chose me personally in the sect. You were there almost every time my life was in danger and protected me from ever getting hurt!

“It’s almost as if… well… as if you’re my Fortune!”

Blinking, Ash raised his eyebrows at that.

By the time he put his attention back to Siu, she had returned to normal for the most part.

Her eyes were partly lidded, the corners crinkling as if she were hiding a smile behind her fan.

“Oh me, oh my… I had no idea… Ashley,” whispered Siu. Then she reached out and gently tapped him with her fan. The immediate drain of his libido was like having a cold drink on a blisteringly hot day. “I’ll take care of that request later, of course.

“By the way…is it a hardship to keep us all constantly full of Qi? It almost seems impossible to consider that you have a binding to every single Bride and that you’re doing the same to everyone.”

“Yeah, everyone’s full. Well, there’s a few sending Qi back my way because they can’t hold anymore at all and are somehow generating Qi,” admitted Ash.

“There are going to be a large number of tribulations in the next day or so then. Such a boon that it might almost be a curse,” murmured Siu. “I’ll need to prepare for that to make sure we don’t lose anyone.”

“Just have anyone who’s experiencing a tribulation stay near me. I’ll just capture it with the Hall and Locke will tear it apart into Sheng Stones. Then send it all back out to everyone else. Locke can capture it, too,” explained Ash with a casual wave of his hand. “Honestly, I’m not even touching the Sheng vault to feed everyone Qi. We’re still gaining, it’s just very slow now.

“But I want my Brides to be powerful. As powerful as I can make them. Even the ones who aren’t as talented or need more help.”

“I wonder if being Fortune’s Chosen will help me make money, too? Wait, you’re my Husband, right?” Xiuying asked, moving forward several steps. She was now right in front of him. Her hand came out and her warm fingers pressed to his wrist.

“Yes. Yes, I am,” Ash confirmed. He had already been fairly certain that many of the Brides would be like this. They’d fall into the illusion and actually believe it.

For those, he would treat them exactly like that, a Bride.

When they retired out of the Brides, he would make sure they did so with care. Just in case they were that deep in the mentality.

“Okay, so… I’m your wife,” Xiuying said with a simplicity that was daunting. “As my husband, you then therefore are the husband of Fortune’s Chosen! That means that you’re a Fated One who is married to Fortune’s Chosen, so clearly, you’ll be incredibly lucky!

“I mean, how could you not be! You married me! I’m Fortune’s Chosen. You’re already lucky just like that.”

Ash really wasn’t sure if Xiuying was crazy, possessed low intelligence, or was just that upbeat.

In any of those cases though, he couldn’t feel a wrongness to her or her words.

They felt correct and even seemed to add to his overall momentum, and in more of a way than most of his Brides did.

“Ah… they’re moving in,” reported Siu, glancing over her shoulder to the city. “I would suppose that’s all there is to it then.

“To be fair, those formations were rather nasty. It was handy to limit it to those without Bridal rings.”

Xiuying laughed, pulled Ash’s arm over, and wrapped it around her waist. Doing the same to him with her own arm. Then she promptly dropped her head down to his shoulder.

“Husband! Let’s go! We’ll need to name the city too,” proclaimed Xiuying. “What would be a good name for it, I wonder?”

Ash didn’t know how to answer that, though he did start moving. However, instead of leaving his arm around Xiuying’s waist, he moved it up to around her shoulders.

Without thinking about it, his arm curled, and his hand rested atop Xiuying’s neckline. It was the most comfortable position after he’d done it so often with Mei.



“Ahhh… I’m awake, my beloved,”

 purred Locke from inside his mind and the Hall. 
“I had no idea how tired I was. I feel much better.





“Also, this body is most definitely mine now. I wasn’t able to really… dislodge myself out of it. I was able to completely reconnect with the Hall, I can do all the things I normally did… but I had to do it all from my body.





“This body. It’s mine. I am this body. I don’t think I’d survive dying in it.”





Good thing you’ve got a great body.





“Right? I love my body. You have no idea how long I waited to find just the right body. Sorting every single woman who died around us and going through them was tedious, but worthwhile.





“Also… uhm… thank you for checking up on me.





“Putting me to bed so tenderly and making me quiver.





“Then cleaning out my bedpan and my-my dirty dishes. I love you. Thank you for caring for your poor tired housewife.”





Of course, of course.





So, we have a lot to talk about, my sweet Locke Sheng.





I want to come see you and talk to you.





After using that body of yours again, though. I’m sure you won’t mind.





We can even bring Siu along to ramp it up and bring it down when I’m done.





“Ah… uhm… that… yes! Yes. That’s a fantastic idea. I love it. That’ll also benefit my partner.





“Also, I completely approve of Hui’s plan. It’s good! Once you clear out that city, we can plan our next move. I do think the Brides putting down a fort between the three cities is a perfect locational objective, too.”





Locke? My love?





“I-yes, dear?”





I missed you.





“I-I-I missed you, too,”

 whimpered Locke, sounding incredibly lovesick.

Siu slid up next to Ash’s side and put her hand on his lower back. There was an immediate withdrawal of his desires at that moment.

“I see,” she whispered, as if she knew exactly why he was feeling that way. Partly because it had included her in it as well. “Well, that’s exciting. My tribulation is coming faster and faster, so us meeting up after this would be wise and you can take it for your own.

“Then it can be much like myself… all yours, Ashley Sheng.”

The immediate and rough response from his psyche to her words was drained away by her at the same time.

He wanted Siu for himself entirely.

“Oh me, oh my. So possessive. I had no idea,” moaned Siu, her face flushing. “How exciting. I look forward to eagerly exploring this.”

“He’s possessive? I didn’t know that either, but that’s easy to use to our advantage,” Xiuying cheered, then grabbed his arm and stuck it down atop where her cleavage would be. “Here, put your hand here. That way there is no confusion at all! All the other Brides will know exactly what you want from them, and this makes it easier for us all!

“I know for a fact that even Mei would ask you to hold her like this rather than hope you did it on your own again.

“The Brides just don’t know how to tell you because they’re still too stuck in their own cultivator head.”

There was a stifled laugh from Locke.

Followed by an outright guffaw.



“I like her. I think I’ll keep her around at all times. Fortune’s Chosen, hm? I can certainly feel a distinct aura around her. She’s very similar to what a Fated One would be, I imagine.”



Xiuying reached up and pushed his hand a bit further down, until his fingers were actually over one of her breasts.

“It doesn’t work as well without me wearing something to show where your hand is on my boobs. So, we have to be more obvious so there isn’t confusion,” she proclaimed. “There, now just make sure your hand stays partly curled like that, like you’re holding onto me.”

This all happened at the same time that Siu drained him.

Thankfully.





Five





Locke collapsed onto the couch, groaned, and then leaned against the arm of it. Her breathing wasn’t very steady, and she was still somewhat red-faced.

Ash had been eager to get her into the bed and hadn’t let her out of it for a time. He had no regrets about what he did to her, or with her.

Sitting down in a recliner, he found the living room of the hall was becoming a go-to place for him.

“Ashley… I love you… it always leaves me breathless,” she groaned, shifted around on the couch, then went limp. “I’m not complaining… but maybe give me a break next time?”

Siu casually moved past Ash and lightly brushed a finger across the crown of his head as she did. Sitting down on the couch, she opened a fan and began to lightly flutter it.

“He most certainly will not,” purred the seductress, glancing at Locke, before turning her eyes back to Ash. “That was… wonderful… for my Dao and my cultivation. Thank you for suffering for me, Locke.”

Her tribulation had appeared instantly after Ash had finished inside of Locke during the first round. Though it’d appeared in the realm, rather than the Hall.

Locke had casually stolen it from there and put it wherever it was that she took tribulations apart at.

“Alright, so… Locke, you’ve gone through my memories and all,” Ash murmured. She nodded her head at that. “My Dao is… acting up. Acting up in a way that doesn’t feel normal.

“It hasn’t done anything problematic so far, but it is acting on its own and without input. Is this just kinda what I was thinking and-and it’ll go away on its own? Or is it more than that and I need to actually do something about it?”

“Need to do something,” Locke mumbled, peering at him through slitted eyes. With a grunt, the beautiful woman lifted a hand and gently thumped it against Siu in what looked like a non-verbal complaint. “Your Dao, Ashley, both Dantians, and Qi-Sea, are somewhat at odds with one another.

“Part of it is how everyone views you. How all the Brides see you. How you see yourself, as well. It’s all come together, and some things don’t fit.”

“Ah… I see. The middle-Dantian is forming. Like what Mei told me,” Ash summarized.

“Almost entirely formed, in fact,” Locke added with a chuckle. “Still has some way to go, but not much.”

“But… I didn’t… when? When did that all happen?” asked Ash. He was genuinely surprised. His impression of the middle-Dantian was that it would only form with a great deal of active thought, cultivation, and planned meditation on the subject.

“When Bride Li died,” offered Locke in a soft voice. “When she died, you acted. You acted in a way that was based on what you wanted to be, and that also influenced and became how it was viewed.

“You wanted to become their pillar of strength and protect them, even as they carry out work in your name. To take control and make it so that they could do their job with the minimum amount of risk.”

Ash couldn’t argue that point. Not at any level.

Nor did he want to, either.

He knew Brides would die.

They were a combat group in a world of Cultivators. Losses were guaranteed.

Promised, even.

To Ash though, every death would be painful, and his goal was to eliminate them whenever possible. He couldn’t stop them, but he could minimize them.

“So, you formalized a lot of your desires of what you would be in that moment,” offered Locke with a shrug of her shoulders. “The Brides responded and now see you as you wish to be seen. As you see yourself.

“On top of that, you truly see them as your Brides. While they have a time-limit on how long they can be in the Brides, I can guarantee that most will immediately re-enlist.

“There is no limit to how many times they can rejoin, just how long they can serve for a period.

“I think that’s a good thing long term. It’ll help with progressing ideas, strategies, and policies. To test ourselves eternally with new ideas.

“Anyway, they are your Brides. You defend them, you mourn them. Your little chain-extravaganza only made that ever more the belief.

“Your Dao of momentum views the Brides as -your- momentum. It’s why your Dao and their pledges reinforce one another. They grow stronger through the strength of their pledge, and you do so in return as well.”

With a shake of his head, Ash really didn’t know what to say to that.

“The sky is high, and the birds are free. You should listen to the will of the heavens. It seems grand and impossible to you, but not to the realms,” Siu remarked with a laugh. “Ashley… as a Bride… this all makes perfect sense to me. I’m very glad to be here.

“I never would have made it halfway through being a Spirit Refiner. Yet… I’m… an Empowered Mortal. At the peak of it! I’m… I’m going to be an Enlightened Mortal soon, and I just-just had a tribulation.”

The beautiful Siu laughed, snapped her fan shut, and leaned forward.

Ash only now noticed that she’d unbuttoned her Bride uniform, and a great expanse of her skin was on display.

Looking away, Ash found he wanted something to distract himself. Anything, in fact. Siu and Locke had a strange power over him.

He regretted not bringing Hub along, his small mouse-golem that almost always remained in his workshop back in Wahst.

“On top of all that, you’ve finally balanced your Yin and Yang,” Locke murmured and then closed her eyes. “You weren’t leaning into your Yang energy as much as you were your Yin energy.

“Given your Dao and mentality, it’s no wonder you were so deep into Yin energy and thinking. Now… now you’re moving forward. Active.

“Yet you still let things flow and slow down as needed. You’re balanced.

“That would also be why your ah… libido… is now fully active. You’re so balanced that you can afford to engage in pure Yang energy and corner me in a bed. Just to let your Yin energy flow in afterward and show me kindness, care, and let things cool down.”

“Well, that’s good, I guess,” grumbled Ash. Reaching out, he summoned up an artifact he had wanted to look into but just hadn’t had the time to do so.

In a flash, it appeared in front of him.

It just happened to be in Xiuying’s hands.

“Oh! Hello, Husband,” laughed the bright-eyed woman. She stuck the artifact down on the coffee table, eased Ash back in his seat, and plopped herself down on his lap.

With a short wriggle, she got her rear end stuck firmly right where he’d want it to be in his worst moments. Then she wrapped her arms around his head, leaned into him, and pulled his cheek up to her breast.

“I’m so glad you summoned me again!” Xiuying chirped and laid her cheek to the top of his head. “I admit I was just a little hurt when you dismissed me earlier. Now it’s all better.”

Locke and Siu’s eyebrows had both gone up. Both women staring at him in surprise.

Unable to say he didn’t want Xiuying, all he could do was throw an idle thought at Locke about what’d happened.

“Fortune’s Chosen indeed,” Locke said with a laugh. “Well, anyway. You’re balanced in many ways, Ashley. But there are still some remnants of when you were unbalanced. You need closed door meditation and cultivation.

“To bring all your new bits and pieces into alignment. It’ll empower you further.”

“Yes, that makes sense,” Xiuying agreed. “Locke Sheng, you’re such a beautiful and smart woman. I’m so glad you’re a Bride with me.”

Xiuying leaned back a bit and tilted Ash’s head up, but she hadn’t pulled it away from her bosom.

“Listen to Locke. You should go cultivate in private. I did so for two weeks when I was trying to break through to the Mortal realm and it was definitely what I needed,” affirmed Xiuying. “You know… it was always so confusing to me. Trying to memorize it all.

“I ended up trying anyway. All those titles. Empowered. Body, Spirit, Awakened. Dreadful. It’s all so silly.”

“Oh? Do tell. I’m deeply curious, Bride Xiuying,” Siu murmured, her smile wide.

“Mm! I gave up on all that. I just numbered them,” admitted the woman with a laugh. “There’s only three ranks to each, and ten levels to each. So… rather than Body, Mortal, Spirit, Refiner, it’s just… one, two, three. And the levels after? One through ten after all.

“So now I’m a… rank one Mortal, level seven! See? So much easier.

“No ‘Heavens Defying Immortal’ but… just… rank three Immortal, level ten.”

Blinking, Ash had been forced to stare at the lovely and odd woman as she spoke.

He couldn’t deny that instead of all three ranks, and the three realms, numbering them was just easier.

“Rank one through three Refiner, one through three Mortal, one through three Immortal,” he mused aloud. “It’s hard to argue that logic and how it fits.”

“Doesn’t have the same feeling though, does it. Doesn’t roll off the tongue in the same way,” lamented Xiuying. She let his head go, then leaned further into him. Pushing his head once more into her chest.

“Ashley rolls off the tongue really easily,” teased Locke.

Xiuying laughed at that, and loudly.

“Oh, I’m sure he does! You’re so bold, Locke.

“Ah! Speaking of, I’ll need your help later, I have no experience, and my mother was a fool. I learned nothing at all and grew up in the sect as a child,” Xiuying confessed. “All I ever learned was to stay away from men, hide, and basic abilities. It’s a wonder I wasn’t picked up like some type of snack and carried off!”

“Sure. I’d like that,” Locke promised with a genuine smile. “Now… closed door training for you, Ashley. I’ve already prepared a room for you in the Hall. I can monitor it, provide everything for you, and you won’t be disturbed by anyone.

“And if you did need anything, I could get it for you lickety split. It won’t even be an issue. Just pop in, handle it, pop back out. It won’t be an issue at all. Hardly an inconvenience, really.”

“I’ll just stay outside his door and take care of him,” Xiuying countered with a wave of her hand. “You’re important to the Brides, Locke. We’ll need you for the new fort. I’m just a silly little Bride with no real useful skills or anything. I haven’t even gotten my Bride carving yet.”

“That would likely be better,” Siu confirmed and looked to Locke.

Ash frowned and forcibly looked up at Xiuying. The fact that she said she didn’t have a carving was odd to him.

“You don’t? Your back that is?” Ash asked.

“I’m the only one!” Xiuying admitted with a sad laugh. “I was sick that day. I’m uncarved like those who are all the newest Brides.”

“You can handle that after your closed-door training,” Locke interjected before he could try and take care of that instead of what they were planning. “I’ll prepare all the abilities as well.”

“Well, I suppose that’s it then,” murmured Siu. “Well… before you go… I think you should help me with my… Dantian… Ashley.

“Would you mind coming with me?”

Siu stood up, then began walking back toward the bedroom he’d been in with Locke not long ago.

“Oh, yes. She needs help with that,” Locke confirmed. “While you’re away, we’ll carry out the plans we discussed for the Qi-Lords, formations, and the cities. That’ll take some time to get right, anyway.”

“Poor Bride Siu,” Xiuying whined and then gently patted Ash on the cheek. “Go take care of her, then come back to me! We’ll go get ready for your training. I’ll train, too.”





***





Walking into the room dug out beneath the main library, Ash was surprised.

Locke hadn’t been kidding when she said she’d prepared it for him.

There was a table, a single chair, a bookshelf, a bed, and a plush rug.

All he would need to train without end.

Food was a choice now, not a necessity, as was water more often than not. Excreting waste didn’t happen that often at all due to those reasons.

His body fed more on Qi now than anything that had a nutritional value.

“It even has a bed! How nice,” Xiuying murmured and flowed into the room. It was a lot like watching someone walk through a field of flowers.

Reaching out, she gently prodded at the covers and then adjusted the pillow slightly.

“This will really be ideal!” she said and then stood up and put her hands on her hips. “Now! Husband of mine. Your Bride, your wife, has only one command for you while you train. Will you heed me?”

Blinking, Ash looked at the woman with a grin.

He found her energetic and always upbeat personality to be a ray of sunshine.

Almost everyone around him was always serious to the point of being more akin to a drawn knife. Only Locke had any humor to her.



“Why thank you, beloved. I’ll steal you away if I get a chance and reward you as I ever do. Though I think that deeply unlikely.”





It’s the thought that counts. If you do get the time, wear a red nightie for me. I bet you’d look amazing, my pretty wife.



There was a flustered response to that, just as it once had always been when she was part of the Hall.

Outside of having a body now, Locke was fully part of the Hall once more.

For which he was glad.

He genuinely worried over Locke while she had been barred from the Hall.

“Of course I will, my wife,” Ash answered truthfully.

Xiuying nodded her head, then quickly moved over to him.

She was nearly the same height as he was, though perhaps a fraction of an inch taller. It was interesting to be staring directly into her eyes.

“Please… let me know if you need anything. Anything at all. Even if it’s silly,” asked Xiuying with a warm and wide smile. It more than reached her eyes, and made her already pretty face hard to not gaze into. “I’ll take care of it as quick as I can so you can focus on yourself.

“Whatever it is, I can handle it. Really. I mean that. All jokes aside, anything. As your wife… anything.

“Now… before I go… do you have a need right at this moment?”

Xiuying said the last and reached out to lay a hand to his wrist and lightly hold to him. Watching him for a response.

It was such a pure offer that truly did seem to mean anything, including bedroom requests, that Ash could only smile back at her. Smile back at her and shake his head.

“I’m good. Thank you. You don’t need to stay with me if something else comes up,” Ash said. He was appreciative of her sticking with him, but he didn’t think it was a great use of her time.

“Of course I do!” argued Xiuying with a clear determination in her words. She leaned forward as if she might kiss him, but merely closed the distance to stare at him harder. “Ashley Sheng. Who am I?”

“Xiuying Sheng.”

“What am I?”

“My wife.”

Xiuying grinned at that, her nose wrinkling cutely. She even gave her head a small shake with a chuckle.

“What am I to the veils? The kingdoms?” she prompted.

Ash thought for a second before answering.

“Fortune’s Chosen,” he tried.

“Yes. I am Fortune’s Chosen. You are my Fated One, Husband. If I tend for you, what can be the only result for you?” Xiuying tried.

He pondered that.

Truly thought about it and chewed it over as if his life depended on it.

“A fortune blessed success, qualified only to a true Fated One, with a Fortune’s Chosen married to him,” he mused aloud.

Xiuying made a soft and happy chittering noise, gave him a quick kiss, a pat on the cheek, and then began walking out to the door.

“Let me know if you need anything, my Fated One!” she called.

“Of course, my Fortune’s Chosen,” he replied, wondering just what in the world had happened to his life.

If she really was Fortune’s Chosen, why didn’t she appear until now? Until this moment?



“Because it wasn’t fortunate for her, until now. It might’ve been fortunate for you, but you are technically secondary. Now she has appeared and is doing her best to affix her fortune to you at the same time.”





Fortunate for her… why?



Locke let out a long and heavy sigh.

One that spoke an infinite number of stories all on their own.

None of which Ash could read.



“Because of Yue,”

 Locke finally advised after a long pause.

Xiuying had left by this point and closed the door behind herself. Leaving Ash in the dimly lit room by himself.



Yue?





“Because she existed. She was here. It wasn’t likely fortunate for Xiuying to arrive until then. Likely the same thing occurred with her lack of a carving, in fact.





“It wouldn’t have been fortunate in her case for you to be aware of her until now. That your awareness of her now is at the exact moment when it’s the best for her.”





Why would that be? How does that relate to Yue?





“Xiuying isn’t weak as a cultivator, just modestly gifted. Not as earth shattering as so many others. Her gifts though, lie in the fact that her Dantian is… split.”





Split? How is that a gift.





“She can use three different types of Qi, has cultivation methods for all three that we provided to her, and has a deep and wide Qi-Sea.”





Three? How the hell did that happen?





“No idea, but she’s one of the odd ones. She was in your original class in the sect. She was hard to handle by the instructors, according to her. As to her Qi… well… you can guess if you like.



Given all that Locke had said, Ash already knew what three Qi elements she probably had.



Wood, Fire, and Water?





“Yes. She can quite literally become an alchemist amongst all alchemists. She could ramp her Qi to the heavens and construct pills simply by will alone on a slight change.





“In other words, if she wanted to make a sleep aid out of chamomile, she could. One that’d put you to sleep for days with no more ingredients other than a bit of chamomile, her Qi, and that happy smile of hers.”



Ash shook his head.

With Yue gone, he needed an Alchemist.

They were already starting to suffer due to a lack of pills and medicines being developed.

Without a fresh class of Brides to bring in supplies, there would be issues in the near future.

Not to mention, even if Yue heard his call, his plea, it wasn’t as if she could respond.

Though neither had she returned to Liu either.

In the here and now, he needed an alchemist.



Looks like I’ll need to call her in here in a day, carve her up, and set her to rights.





Because we probably have new engravings that weren’t available when she first joined, having learned, extrapolated, and developed some new ones.





“Xiuying will be terrifying. I should mention that her statue was gold from the moment she pledged to you and is in the inner circle. It just… kept itself out of your view whenever you were looking. Somehow always managing to never be where you put your focus.





“Until now, that is. Now it’s right next to Siu and… uhm… myself? I’m still surprised I have a statue in there. I mean… I know I pledged and all to you, but I didn’t think it actually counted. Now I’m standing there as naked as a jaybird. Hmph.”





You have a statue, Locke?





What’re you doing as it? Everyone always seems to have their inner wishes revealed in it.





“I’m… ah… ugh… whatever. Go… go cultivate. Do something. Go away.”







Six





Ash had been sitting here in this small room for the better part of a month.

Endlessly cultivating, distributing Qi to his Brides, and working up the right cultivation for Wahst, Heights, and Lake-City.

The last of which had been named without his input, though he understood it.

Of everything that city had, and what was near it, the Lake of the Fallen Bride was the most distinguishing feature for the city.

As well as a constant reminder to the populace.

At this point, all three cities were cultivating as one with the help of the formations. At first, Wahst had suffered some to push out its Qi to the other two cities, but they were now roughly at the same level.

As well as at the level of security where Wahst had been originally.

Heights and Lake-City were now actively patrolled, and the momentum was moving in step with the Sheng Alliance.

Opening his eyes, Ash felt better.

His Dao, Qi-Sea, and middle-Dantian all felt as if they were moving in accordance with one another.

Endlessly, he’d been working to rebuild his foundation, condense his Qi-Sea, and grow his Dao into a uniform position in relation to everything else.

The golden pillar now rotated slowly in position and following the same rhythm of the Qi-Sea.

The top of it was now part of the middle-Dantian, forming the floor for more than half of it, though thankfully, it wasn’t rotating. He had no idea why, but he felt like that would’ve been disorienting for some reason.

In the middle-Dantian were all the statues. All of them lined up around Ash as the center. There were very few of the statues that weren’t gold now.

Those that hadn’t been, he had actively begun plucking at with his chains. Force-feeding them Qi and well-wishes, as well as any type of mental clarity they might need.

He had found that he could understand their needs and thoughts if he focused on them, gave them a small pulse of concern, and then they could respond.

Yue never responded.

In fact, he couldn’t even feel emotions from her.

Almost as if she had locked her mind against him.

“I think I’m ready,” Ash murmured. At this exact moment, he felt as if his mind, spirit, and will, were all in accordance with one another.

“That’s good!” Xiuying cheered from the corner. She was currently prodding at a cauldron. Her back carving and transference papers for Alchemy, Herbalism, and Horticulture had gone very well.

“That is very good,” agreed Na, who was slowly forming and reforming her jade into different shapes.

Na and Xiuying had taken it on themselves to care for every need Ash might have in his training.

Though the “closed door” part had been ignored within the first day.

In fact, he often had visitors.

“Wait… what are you ready for? Do I need to leave the room again?” Xiuying asked, standing up and looking confused.

“I’m ready for that,” Na agreed.

“I’m ready to get back to stuff. Our plans. Work,” Ash clarified.

Despite Xiuying’s wishes, he had most certainly not taken the woman to bed.

Anyone else who visited him in the evening was a different matter.

Siu had taken to making herself known every single night before and after his marital relations. At the start to ramp him into a level of lust he had never known existed, then to drain him just after his peak.

Leaving him extremely satisfied and empty feeling.

Though helping her with her Dantian never came back up. Thankfully, he hadn’t had to “help her with her Dantian” again after the first time.

He’d been eager to get her in a bed then, but at the moment, he didn’t think he could handle her.

“Ah, good. We should go find Mistress Sheng. I know she had planned to have a council of sorts today,” suggested Na.



“Mei is indeed holding a council today. I’ll let her know you’re done. We’re at the Bridal Fort today, and all Brides who can attend, will be here.





“Also… good morning, darling. I missed you last night. I had to go help with preparations for today’s council though and gave over my turn.”





It’s fine. I did miss you, but I was glad to see Moira too.





You all keep me distracted from missing everyone else.



“Locke said they’re holding the council at the fort,” Ash murmured and stood up. Pushing his hands into his back, he got a resounding crack out of it.

“Ah… I didn’t know that,” Na admitted. “I only heard about it as I ran across Locke when I went to the Hall.”



Kinda nice that you can move people in and out of the Hall. Shame their Bridal Rings don’t work the way we want them to, but it’s nice that you can feel them requesting to go to the Hall.





“Right? It’s amazing. Though… it might also be the pretty young lady next to you. Fortune’s Chosen. Since she’s become part and parcel to your daily life, everything… is going our way.





“You… ah… there’s… we’ve had a number of talks about making sure you and we keep her happy. Luck isn’t something to normally rely on, but if it’s something we can utilize, we should.”





Ah… is that so?





“Yes. I can’t deny it. I personally want to kick every single woman out of the Sheng Alliance and replace them all with men. Just so you can’t even look at these women.





“But… our luck has been extraordinary. Maybe beyond extraordinary. Miraculous?”



“How lucky are you, Xiuying?” Ash asked, glancing over to the woman. She was just finishing up making a pill.

Reaching in, she pulled it out.

Immediately, Ash was struck with the extreme Qi radiating out of it.

“I don’t know?” Xiuying admitted. “But hey, look. I made a Refiner level one attractor pill. But it’s weird. It feels more like the description of an Immortal Rank one pill.”



That answers that, I guess.



“Right. I’m leaving the Hall. Need to get to the fort. Coming?” he asked.

“Of course!” Xiuying said, putting her cauldron away. Na nodded and moved over to him.

“Off we go then,” he murmured and moved them out of the Hall.

No sooner had he done so, than he went and checked through the only chain that wasn’t a Bride’s. The only person in all of Ash’s connections that wasn’t someone he wanted around.

A rogue cultivator who had seemingly been working for the people in the wilds.

Grasping it, Ash got a feeling for where they were.

Which, surprisingly, didn’t feel that far off.

In fact, they felt as if they were outside of Wahst and in the ruins.

Perhaps even as close as where the jail portal would typically empty out, or not much further than that at least.

“That man is back,” Ash murmured, looking to the chain. “The one that nearly killed Chunhua, Hui, and Tala.”

“I see,” Na muttered. “What do you want to do?”



“Hui, Moira, and Chunhua are in Wahst,”

 Locke quickly interjected. 
“If you decide to do something, since I don’t think I could convince you not to if you did, take them with you.





“Rou is in the Hall right now, cataloging medicines and can be pulled out if you need help with injuries.”





I owe him pain. He nearly killed my Brides.





What do you and the others always tell me? Leaving an enemy behind is giving them a knife?





“Yes… but… alright. Just please be careful, Ashley Sheng, my love.”





Of course, how could I give you that child your statue seems to be holding?





I mean, that’s what it looks like to me.





Naked, golden, and cradling a baby to her bosom.





“I hate you. Shut up. Shush!”



“First, we need to find Hui, Moira, and Chunhua. Then we’re going to go kill this man. Go get what you need and meet me at the gate.,” Ash replied.

“Oh, I don’t really think I’m ready for that. Can I hide in the Hall?” Xiuying asked.

“That’d be fine,” Ash allowed with a chuckle.





***





Moving through the ruins at a jog, Ash was surprised.

There were signs that people had been here often and were even trying to take care of the location. The streets were cleaned, ruins moved to the sides, and a great deal of open area had been made.

“The patrols have made progress,” Hui stated as she jogged alongside Ash. “It’ll take time to get any deeper.”

He hadn’t realized that the Brides were working at stabilizing part of the ruins.

Given that there was a long-term goal to take the prison portal-entry area, it wasn’t a surprise that it was happening. Only that it was happening already.

Ash looked at the chain and saw that it was shifting rapidly around.

Which only ever happened when he was much closer to the target.

“He’s up ahead somewhere,” Ash announced.

Chunhua let out a soft growl and she began to summon Qi around herself.

Ash immediately dialed up the rate of Qi going into her.

“Oh! Ah… I forgot about that,” Chunhua gasped out as she nearly stumbled over her own feet. “How much can I use?”

“However much it takes to kill him. The Hall is full,” answered Ash. “I haven’t used much of it at all and neither did the Brides. It all gets stored if it isn’t actively needed.”

“Because I’m your Bride?” Chunhua asked in a curious tone.

Ash laughed at that and glanced at the white-eyed sorceress.

“Yes. You all seem to take great pleasure in being reminded that my possessions are your possessions,” Ash remarked.



“Did you forget again that you’re not in your home world? There is almost always a senior partner in a relationship, and possessions flow only one way.”



With a grunt, Ash didn’t respond.

Nor did Chunhua, though she did call up more Qi.

Hui was also pooling her Qi, one hand coated in Death Qi and the other with Life Qi.

“This time I will do better. I have much more experience than I did previously,” growled Hui.

Ash thankfully noted that she didn’t falter between her forms of address anymore. She was growing as a person.

“Ahaha, I really don’t think I should be here!” Xiuying chirped with a very nervous laugh. “Oh, the lengths I go for my Chosen One!”

In the end, Xiuying had declined to go into the Hall.

For whatever reason, she wanted to remain here.

With him.

There was a general laugh at that.

Even Na laughed, surprisingly.



“Everyone likes her. She makes everyone laugh. She’s… honestly a breath of fresh air. We have a lot of very serious, very dedicated cultivators. There aren’t many with a good sense of humor.





“It’s… sex and violence. Or violence and sex. Or just violence. Or sex.”



Ash couldn’t deny that.

It’d felt rather grim and over-bearing at times to him. He’d been the only one with any sense of humor.

“Xiuying, thank you,” Ash blurted out as they cleared a broken wall that blocked their view.

The man stood in front of them in the center of the street.

He wasn’t alone, however.

Nor was he dressed as he had been last time.

A full helmet adorned his head that looked to be made out of metal. In fact, he was fully kitted out in what looked to be guard’s armor.

All those around him were dressed in the same way.

They all looked like guards.

“There’s no need for—”

The man’s voice fell away as he got a good look at all of them.

“Oh. You again,” he grumbled.

“That’s right, me again,” Ash shouted and then dashed forward. He used Spring-Step with each footfall. Propelling himself forward as if he were shot out of a cannon. “I owe you for what you did to my wives!”

In the second it took to reach the man, Ash had cocked his arm back, summoned his butterfly swords and lunged forward.

Ash could see the surprise in the man’s eyes as he practically appeared before him. So close were they that he could even see the whites of his eyes.

The butterfly sword found purchase, but only barely.

Unbelievably, the man had squirmed to the side at the last possible second.

A hunk of his breastplate screeched as it tore away from the rest and clattered to the ground. Shooting away with the force of the attack.

Letting the attack carry him on, Ash went with the momentum, spinning in the opposite direction due to the rebound of striking the man.

The left butterfly sword came up in a guard and the right went backward. Leaving Ash staring at the other man as he turned to face Ash.

All the guards who were around him, if they were even guards in fact, were now being engaged by the rest of his group.

“Oh heavens!” squeaked Xiuying as she literally ran away from two cultivators. Her right hand was pressed to her chest while her left trailed behind her.



I… don’t… ah.



She tripped over a rock and went face down to the ground. Her veiled hat crumpled as she did so.

Before Ash could think of responding, a different cultivator slammed into the two that’d been chasing her.

Having overshot where she was going now that she’d tripped.

One of them got skewered through the middle out of sheer bad luck as they collided. Then the second one’s foot landed in a pothole and his leg snapped in a grotesque way as he continued to fall from the collision.

Hui was only a step away from where the man landed, and she neatly put her black-Qi-clad hand through the back of their helmeted head.

Exploding it.

Xiuying scrambled up to her feet and ran right between Na and a guard as they broke apart. Only for her veil to get caught on the man’s weapon, getting entangled with it.

“Oh no, no, no, no!” bawled Xiuying as she jerked her hat to the side, somehow wrenching the weapon out of the man’s hand.

To which Na neatly punched her jade spear through the man’s chest with an incredulous look on her face.

Blinking, Ash realized that he and his opponent had both been watching the freight-train that was Xiuying blunder her way through the fight.

All the while absolutely wrecking the guards without even seeming to try.

At the same time, Ash and his opponent looked at one another again.

Then they both charged headlong at each another.

Without even realizing he’d done it, Ash called up his Dao.

The heavy beat of the fight was all encompassing.

Each thump matched the blows going back and forth between his people and the enemy. The clash of their weapons, the use of abilities, and the violence of it all, played out in a half-realized rhythm.

Now that it was active, his Dao exerted absolute pressure on everyone involved. Bending and forcing all to meet his momentum.

To those on his side, they were propelled. To those that stood against them, they were battered by it as if it were an actual force.

The Qi-chains to his allies were constantly pumping fresh Qi into them as they fought. There wasn’t a moment where they weren’t filled to the brim and at their peak.

Chunhua was unleashing torrential amounts of elemental forces at several guards who had decided to take her on. One was even attempting to use Qi to stop her attacks, but it was clear they didn’t have the same type of firepower.

The man’s saber came up in a violent slash from below and nearly straight up.

Ash deflected it with one of his swords and slashed out at the middle of the saber with the other. Causing it to ring loudly and get knocked back.

Not for the first time, Ash was going to attack their weapons first.

In his battles, he had found people got hesitant, wary, or paranoid, when he went for their ability to fight.

On cue, the man jerked the saber back into position and shifted away from Ash at the same time. His eyes locked to Ash, looking confused and concerned in equal measure.

As casually as could be, with a grin from ear to ear, Ash attached the new chains to himself. A new source of Qi joined the original from the man.

Xiuying chose that moment to squeak, duck into view, slip partially, then scurry away. A guard came after her attempting to follow her erratic path.

Instead, he stepped on a loose rock, fell, and somehow his short sword ended up sticking straight up out of his back.

It had damn near impossibly landed with the hilt hitting the ground and the tip somewhat upright. The metal went right through his ribs.

Unfortunately, Xiuying hadn’t even realized her pursuer was gone.

Instead, she threw her hand behind her and let out a cone of fire as she continued to run away. The flames washing over the man Ash had been fighting from head to foot in a torrent of fire.

Immediately, the man threw up a Qi-shield to keep himself from burning to death in that instant. It locked him in place as well.

“I love her,” Ash mumbled. “I’ll never let her leave my side.”

Using Spring-Step, Ash appeared in front of the man again as soon as the fire died away. His butterfly-swords swept out in unison in a heavy cross blow.

Each of them had been propelled with a full usage of Spring-Step.

A heavy bang rang out as both Qi-infused weapons came to an absolute stop against the shield. Ash’s muscles screaming with the extreme exertion.

It was such a heavy blow that even Ash’s Dao of Momentum stuttered for a moment before it finally recovered.

Attaching the two new chains, Ash dodged backward again. Using Spring-Step to gain distance to recover his posture.

Xiuying had fluttered off to the side by this point and had joined up with Chunhua and was hiding behind the sorceress. She accidentally bumped the woman while cowering there, causing an ice-spear from Chunhua to go a bit off course and ram right through a guard that’d been trying to pincer attack Na with someone else.

Both Chunhua and Na had a surprised look on their faces.

“You’re draining me,” hissed the man, glaring at Ash and lifting his saber. He did spare a moment to look around himself. As if to ensure that Xiuying wasn’t nearby.

“Oh, that I am. Your Qi is delicious,” growled Ash, moving forward again. He planned to make sure this man died here today.

Even if it meant loading him up with an ungodly number of chains just to drain him to death at some point.

That’d be just fine for Ash.





Seven





Ash quickly re-engaged the man. His butterfly-swords came out in swift attacks, empowered with Spring-Step.

Unfortunately, the man caught each and was able to counter Ash defensively.

Pushing on, Ash kept him from being able to do anything other than defend. His saber had to move to block attack after attack as Ash easily flowed from one to the next.

Everything around him fell away as he dove deeper into the beat of his Dao.

A heavy and pounding drum that ordered him to strike in time with it. Booming clangs as weapon-to-weapon contact rang out.

Sweat began to pop out on Ash’s brow and down his back as they continuously exchanged blows. Everything built up in tempo and momentum as each blow was met.

There was, inside of that, an odd high-pitched shriek. As if something were begging for him to stop.

To let this end before things went catastrophically wrong.

In time with each and every pass of weapons, that scream grew in volume. Raising to a fevered pitch as Ash started to see a break in the man’s defense.

When he’d questioned everyone about him, all they said was that he had endless stamina and Qi. He had used shields endlessly to keep himself safe from Qi attacks and had fought everyone to a stand-still with his saber.

That meant that all Ash had to do was fight him until his endurance ran out, or Ash’s Dao over-ran him.

A final plea rang out, followed by a screech of metal.

Ash’s right-handed butterfly-sword broke at the joint between the blade and the hilt. Snapping off where the tang went down into the handle.

In that instant, the momentum fell away, and Ash was left standing there.

A lot like being a rock band lead singer and suddenly having his voice crack on a high note.

Stumbling to the side, bleeding from several cuts on his arms and hands, the man was panting hard. There were vestiges of a number of shields that flickered and glowed with hideous rents in them.

Whatever this man’s Qi abilities were, he was a poor match-up for Ash. It was almost as if he were fighting him just with swords and nothing else.

Not waiting, the man threw up a Qi-shield, stepped backward, then promptly stabbed himself through the chest.

Right through his own heart.

Blinking, Ash really didn’t know how to respond to that.

He had quite literally been expecting the man to attack him, rather than himself.

Jerking the sword back out of himself, he then slammed it into the ground.

There was a brief flicker from the inside of the shield as Qi exploded out in every direction. Knocking up dust, dirt, and debris into the air and obfuscating everything.

Slowly it all cleared away and all that remained of the man was a puddle of blood where he’d been kneeling and the saber which was still stabbed into the ground.

All of Ash’s Qi chains were gone.

Leaving not one behind.

“Ah! Ashley!” squeaked Xiuying, who quickly plowed into him and hugged him tightly, pushing her face into his neck. “That was terrifying!”

Looking up, Ash saw Chunhua, Moira, Na, and Hui were all fine. Though they did look to have small scrapes or cuts on themselves.

The worst injury as far as he could tell was on Moira.

She had a hand held against her upper arm with blood seeping down from it as if she’d been stabbed in the shoulder.

“They were very strong,” groused Na. “Stronger than anyone we’ve encountered before. It was… ah… it was fortunate… or perhaps fortune, that gave us victory here.”



In other words, we’re still not the strongest here in the prison.





We’re strong, but there are yet others that could cause us problems.



Hui threw her hand out at the dead sprawled out all around them and then lifted it up. Black Qi flew out from the corpses and accumulated in her palm.

“Did he just kill himself?” Ash asked, awkwardly putting his arms around Xiuying as she rubbed herself up against him. He got the distinct impression she was terrified.

“I don’t think so,” Chunhua muttered and then sighed. He could feel Qi being pulled back into herself and suddenly reversing back up the chain to him.

A moment after that and the same was true for Hui.

In a sudden flash of realization, Ash waved Hui over.

“Come ‘ere,” he pleaded with one hand, the other on Xiuying’s back.

Hui hopped over to him quickly. Looking eager and with a smile from ear to ear.



Oh, er, right.



“Good work, Hui,” he murmured, and then reached up. Gently patting her on the head several times. They both knew she wanted constant positive reinforcement. Even if it was perhaps a bit childlike. So long as it was earnest, and honest, she wanted it. “Very good work. You’ve come so far for having only been given your abilities recently.

“Also, here. Let’s try something different.”

Ash gave her a bit of a firm thump on the shoulder with his hand, and attached the chain to himself.

With the other chain attached to her, he pushed Qi back to her.

Creating a circuit between taking her Qi, and replacing it with pure Qi from himself.

“I… that-that’s nice,” Hui said with a small smile. “I like it, but I prefer the other method. I’m sorry. Forgive me but I-I prefer it. I want it. Consider it how to reward me going forward. And… and head pats. I like the head pats.”

Clicking his tongue, he realized he wasn’t going to get rid of the cultivation cuddle bug known as Hui yet.

He canceled the draining chain on her and let her control the flow of the other chain on her own.

“Were they actually guards?” Moira mused aloud and looked down at her wound. She removed her hand and then brushed it against the spot that’d been quite bloody.

The wound was gone, through an ugly scab remained. It was closing in on itself even now. Medicine had clearly been taken.

“Thank you, Xiuying. Your pills were very effective,” Moira murmured before anyone could answer her question.

“I don’t think they were guards,” Na said with a decisive chop of her hand. “None of them fought like the guards of the emperor. These people all had different abilities and types.

“None of them were like what the stories you hear about the guards. They all share the same exact cultivation and abilities. It’s why they’re as strong as they are and loyal to the emperor.”

Xiuying didn’t reply to Moira, but she did nod her head rapidly.

Instead, she whimpered and blubbered non-stop while holding onto Ash.

“She said you’re welcome,” Ash interpreted after catching Moira’s eyes.

The Owl smiled slowly at that and then sheathed her sword.

“If they weren’t guards, then what the hell were they doing? All the guards already left,” Chunhua muttered. “Why dress as guards and come to the landing? Because right over there is the landing.”

Chunhua gestured toward the building everyone came out of when arriving in the prison. They were indeed at the landing area.

“Maybe they really were guards, but not normal guards,” suggested Na as she began to search over a corpse.

“It’s a shame none survived. As Mei would say in this situation, I valued them not at all,” Moira murmured, starting to pick over a different body. “It’s somewhat of a shame, but there wasn’t the ability to try and go easy on them. We were easily outnumbered four-to-one.”

“Well, at least until Xiuying leveled the playing field,” interjected Chunhua with a laugh. “You’re just a golden luck charm, Xiu. I’ll need to ask you to come around if I’m ever doing anything luck dependent.”

“Yes. Please, Xiu, if I ever need to do something with luck as a factor, please let me call on you,” Na agreed.

“As-as-as the Sheng Alliance’s Fortune’s Ch-Chosen, and Ashley’s Bride, I’ll do what I can,” whimpered Xiuying as she rubbed her face back and forth against Ash’s neck.

Then she let out a quiet moan, her fingers tightening into Ash’s clothes.



“Her luck is… I can’t… you know what? She’s the type of woman who gets lost trying to find a store to buy a book, only to end up on the wrong side of town, at a store selling a signed copy of the book she wants, at half the price.





“That’s her type of luck. A blessed life in the biggest way. It was like watching a comedy. And yes, I can see through you again. I’m so glad the Hall is fixed. Realistically, it—”



Locke’s words fell away at the same time Ash felt his bond with Ghast change.

Her Qi-Sea began to empty steadily.

Which was something he hadn’t seen happen.



“That’s not normal.”



There had been more than a few times that she’d pushed Qi toward him, to which he responded with an equal amount of Qi back toward her.

He had always interpreted that as her wanting to exchange her Qi for pure condensed Qi. Which he imagined probably made her “richer” in many ways with her people.

What this was, felt like her spending Qi for the first time.

“Ghast is using Qi,” Ash blurted out, staring into nothing as he focused on the feeling of his link to Ghast. “Given she never uses Qi, that’s a change. It’s also significant compared to how much she holds.”

“That sounds problematic,” Hui immediately responded.

She was looking incredibly unsure and awkward while gazing at Ash. Then she caught her lower lip between her teeth and began to nibble at it.

“If you can do it while I pay attention to Ghast and with Xiuying here, it’s fine,” Ash allowed, knowing exactly what Hui wanted.

Whenever she gained any significant amount of Qi, she wanted to cultivate it through him.

The sooner, the better.

In draining death-Qi, she seemed to gain some of the emotions of those people. Given her own emotional turmoil that she had gone through, it was no surprise that even now, with distance from the original event, she still had difficulties with it.

Xiuying sniffled, raised her head up, and then stuck an arm around Hui’s waist. She dragged the terrifying cultivator that used life and death in equal measure, right up to her side.

Then Fortune’s Chosen stuck her head beneath Hui and Ashley’s chin.

Hui gleefully grabbed Ash’s hands and immediately began processing Qi through Ash.

While all of this happened, Ash tried to focus on Ghast.

Qi was still being used at a steady rate. He couldn’t gauge how long it’d take for Ghast to run to empty, but it would certainly happen within ten minutes.



I wonder if it’s like what happened with that original Hand of Wahst. I’ve forgotten his name. Wait, did I ever know it?





“She’s definitely losing Qi, and I can guess that it’ll take her roughly nine minutes.”





Hmm, I guess we’ll be feeding Ghast today.





We can’t lose our Qi-Lord. We still need her.





I’ll need to talk to her after this and find out what happened though. Probably a good opportunity to have a conversation with her anyway.





It’s been a month, after all.





“I would concur. I’ll let Mei know in our Bridal Council. Also… can you send Moira our way? We’ve got some weird things going on with the other Outsider cities and we’d like to get a look at it.





“We’ll send Tala and Siu to take her place, I’m sure she won’t disagree at that point.”



“Moira, they need you at the Bridal Fort,” Ash murmured, still staring into nothing as he focused on Ghast. “Things happening. They’ll send Siu and Tala to replace you.”

“I don’t… ah… fine. Yes. This is fine,” Moira grumbled. “I love you, Ashley. I’ll miss you. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

Moira walked over to him and gave him a quick kiss, only to shoot into the air with a heavy flap of her wings.

“Well,” Chunhua started, then sighed. “Ashley, are you genuinely staring at my chest, or are you just zoning out? I don’t mind. I’m flattered even; I know you enjoy my figure, but this feels less like the former, and more the latter.”

Blinking, Ash realized he was indeed staring at Chunhua without ever seeing her. Blinking, he deliberately ran his eyes from Chunhua’s chest down to her ankle boots, then all the way back up to her face.

“You’re beautiful, Chunhua,” he said and promptly stared at her chest again. Focusing on Ghast.

“Why… thank you. You’ve been so warm and accommodating to me since you visited your parents,” purred Chunhua, sounding quite pleased.



“Balancing that Yin and Yang really did help you out. Though for Chunhua, you’d started treating her so nicely even before that. Should I be somewhat jealous?





“That and uh… I seem to keep you in an eternally good mood. You just needed a constant cheerleader in your head? Saying fun things?”





Yes.





Yes, I did.



Ash had been hyper-aware of Ghast despite his conversation with Locke.

Her Qi depletion sped up. She was quickly falling below thirty percent of her possible total now. This was no longer something that looked like it’d stop.

Carefully, he sent a small pull against Ghast’s Qi. Drawing a smidgen away from her and getting her attention.

The response was instant; he could feel her trying to pull open the Qi flow to herself from him.

Ash allowed it, opening it up and letting Qi from the Hall flow into her.

He purposefully rushed it and crammed Ghast up to the brim. Filling her up without a cranny or nook left.

To the point that he imagined that an aura of power was crackling around her.

There was a sudden and extreme drop of Qi when he did it, followed by a smaller one.

Then the drain stopped outright.

Her Qi reserves were at roughly forty percent.

She had used more Qi than she had held before, and a large portion of what he had given her. Ghast wasn’t gaining Qi either at the moment, which meant she was still expending Qi, but not beyond what she was gaining.

The death grip on their link eased up but didn’t move away. He could just about feel the extreme pleading from Ghast to not take away the Qi Ash had given her.



How much did I just give her?





“A fourth. Give or take. It’ll take us a few weeks to get it back, but… we do need our Qi Lord to run interference for us.





“Before you ask, it’d only cost about a week of Qi to fill her back up to where she would normally be. I can monitor it going forward so we can start siphoning Qi back from her if there’s an overage.”



Nodding his head to the side as he considered that, Ash pushed more Qi into Ghast. Once again, he did more than he probably should have and filled her right up to bursting.

The response from Ghast was shocking in its opposite.

She tried to push Qi back at him, but couldn’t. Their link was entirely under his control.

Taking a fragment back, he loaded it with the emotional equivalent of a head pat and a smile, then fired it back into her Qi-Sea.

A non-response that felt as if she were stunned came over her.

Then a tentative tug on the link.

Ash allowed it and waited.

Ghast built a crumb of Qi and moved it back to him.

When it arrived, he felt an extreme and deep thanks echoing endlessly in the Qi. Promising everything and anything, as well as a very bashful feeling that was similar to Locke at times.

Slowly, Ghast released the link and didn’t push or pull anything either way.

Ash put the crumb of Qi back into her and made sure she was topped off completely.



“You’re spoiling her,”

 Locke grumbled.



I’m not. I’m just making sure she understands that I’m a benevolent lord.





Besides, if we really needed Qi, I could just have Liu get everyone to start chugging Qi-attractors as a whole and send me everything through the chains.





We’re just passively collecting and not doing much of anything to make it faster or bigger.





We had the luxury of waiting.





Now we don’t.





I’ll need to get a hold of Liu.





“That’s fair. You’re also spoiling Hui. She’s not a little girl.”





She’s definitely still just a girl. Just not a little girl.





Until she’s emotionally fit enough to stand on her own, I plan on helping her. I promised her I would.



Still gripping Hui’s hand, Ash lifted his own hand and put it atop Hui’s head. He began to gently smooth her hair back while patting her gently.

Hui’s immediate response was to drop her head onto Ash’s shoulder. Forcing Xiuying’s head to the other side.

“Any room for me?” Chunhua asked.

Na took that question as if it were a threat and darted behind Ash. She wrapped her arms around all three of them and stuck her head down against his spine.

“I… yes. I suppose I was a fool in asking, and not doing,” admitted Chunhua with a deep and warm laugh. She looked incredibly amused. “Ah, I love my family. It’s good to be a Sheng.”

Xiuying cleared her throat, disengaged herself from Ash, and then gestured to him. She didn’t seem to be as distraught now and looked more like her normal self.

Other than the reddened eyes, that was.

“Bride Chunhua, please take my place. I’ve… I’ve received my fair share of comfort,” murmured Xiuying. “I’m a fair and kind Bride, after all.”

“Why thank you, Bride Xiuying,” Chunhua gushed and immediately took her place.



I need to call Liu. Do you think it’ll be an issue?





“No. She’s always waiting for you at some level. I can relate, and don’t blame her,”

 hissed Locke. 
“She also isn’t all over you.





“So… push those Brides hugging all over you away. Tell them to get off you. You’re my husband. Not theirs. Tell them to never touch you again. Ever.





“Away. Off. Never again. Monogamy. No more Harem.”



Ash chuckled softly even as Chunhua rubbed her face into his shoulder.

All his overly-cultivator-like allies were slowly becoming more and more willing to be warm and friendly.

Cuddly, even.





Eight





A gentle tug at Ghast with a wish to see her was all it took for her to immediately send a feeling of contentment, and agreement, back to him.

There was a feeling of “soon” attached to it that didn’t have a discernible timeframe. Whatever was happening with her was still ongoing in some way.

Though, at least her Qi wasn’t dipping or draining away.

Seating himself down in the middle of a private room in the Hall, Ash had to smother a smile. There were several Brides wandering about the Hall at any time now.

All of them were transmitted by Locke whenever needed. The fact that she didn’t have to be close to him had opened up a great many possibilities.

Though he did miss her being near him.



“Aww… I miss you too,”

 purred Locke.



I look forward to making you a mom.



The extreme response from Locke of need, yearning, and absolute fear came back at him like a thunderclap. Followed by Locke giggling excitedly, suddenly being choked off into a groan.



“I hate you.”





I love you, Locke Sheng. Forgive me for teasing you. I can’t help it. You’re a lot of fun to poke at.





It’s why you like to tease me when you have the opportunity yourself, isn’t that right?





“I love you, too, dear. So much. You’re right, teasing you is fun so I can’t really fault you in return. It’s just… I don’t know why I want a kid so bad. I don’t really get it, but I want one.”



Ash looked to Xiuying, who was currently setting up to start making medicine in the corner of the room. Hui was actively cultivating here in the Hall. She had a pile of Sheng Stones next to her which she planned on actively cultivating into herself, while at the same time, discharging her own Qi into the Hall.

Outside the door he could see several more Brides reading books, having a meal, or generally lounging around.



This is why we need the Bridal Manse. They need a place to call their own that doesn’t need you or I to transmit them here.





“Agreed. Okay, I’m going to go quiet. Council time! I’m a leading member now. I let Jia and Mei talk me into it.”



Chunhua entered the room, closed the door behind herself, and then sat down right there. She pulled up a book, put it in her lap, and began reading.

Taking the cue for what it was, Ash closed his eyes, entered his Dao, then traced it out to Liu.

Whom he found instantly and quickly worked to ensconce himself in her own Dao. A reflection of his that fit perfectly whenever he came to see her.

“Master Sheng, your Bride welcomes you,” Liu said aloud even as Ash found himself looking out at the world through her eyes.

Somehow, he was actively here with her now.

Liu was walking down a hall, toward what felt like an exit.

“Welcome to the new Sheng Alliance headquarters,” she murmured as she walked around a corner. Then she reached a door and opened it.

Laid out in front of him was the royal city itself.

The palace where Ju and Hu lived was in clear view to one side and within the grounds where Liu was currently. Wherever this was, it was shared with the royal family, though they were on a lower terrace.

Which was correct, given the laws of the emperor and the realm lord.

On those green grounds were countless men and women training. He had no idea where they got their abilities or cultivation techniques but each and every person was actively cultivating in some form.

He mentally put it down as something to look into.

“Master Gen has provided us with endless techniques,” Liu affirmed as she began moving again. This time toward the royal palace. “Everyone is judged per our guidelines and tools, and the best suitable abilities are given to them.

“They understand that there is the distinct possibility this will change if they ever come to serve you directly as a Bride or a Brother.”

“Oh, that’s good. Glad to hear the Brothers are working out,” Ash murmured. “Though we do have a new group. The Knights of Sheng. I’ll have to get that creation process handed over to you when we meet back up.

“It’s for non-cultivators. Turns them into living weapons.”

“I’m excited to hear more. Though I must move quickly and guide our conversation. I was told to immediately seek out the royal family and Gen upon your arrival,” Liu apologized. She reached up and adjusted something on her chest and glanced down.

It was a golden badge that just about glowed with Qi. There was no ignoring it.

“It’s to let them know you’re with me currently,” answered Liu. Clearly more aware of his thoughts than he realized. “A somewhat uncommon occurrence, yet very notable.”

He hoped she hadn’t realized when he noticed her rather lovely figure as she looked down. As of late, Ash was very aware of all the women around him.

“Thank you. I am of course, your Bride,” allowed Liu with a pleased tone. Indicating she’d clearly heard his thoughts.

Anyone they came across immediately provided Liu with a deep martial salute. Their heads tipping down over their hands and their eyes widening.

They all seemed to be aware of the badge Liu had mentioned, Ash assumed, given their deference.

Liu quickly strode through a number of areas filled with people training, though he didn’t see any uniformed Brides.

“They’re all training in wild lands. There’s a mountain range not far away filled with beasts,” Liu answered once more. “Senior Brides are guiding and instructing them. Ensuring that those who wish to join, survive. It’s also a good way to weed out those who are more suitable for the Alliance, rather than to join the Brides or Brothers.”

Idly, Ash had a thought that they all looked so normal to him.

Mundane, even.

People he would have seen in the city and sect without thinking anything of it.



I wonder if it’s because I’m not there anymore.





My Fated One pull doesn’t work as strongly anymore. The ranks aren’t filled with beautiful and, or, or well-endowed women.





It’s always been somewhat unnerving how I seem to pull all the beautiful ones around behind me. Including you, Liu.



Liu chuckled but said nothing. He could tell she was pleased with his comment, though.

Walking up to the doors of the royal palace, she didn’t even pause. The guards simply opened the door for her and held it so.

In through the atrium she went and straight to the receiving hall.

Only to move to the side and into the back portions of the palace.

Guards opened the doors for her as she went as if she weren’t just expected but well-known around here.

Moving into yet another room, Ash was surprised to find Ju, Hu, and Gen all sitting around a table. It was clear that they were all quite familiar with one another and looked to be enjoying some type of board game and lunch.

“Oh, good afternoon, L— Ash is with you?” Ju asked and just about bounced out of her seat. Moving over to Liu, that somewhat attractive princess was smiling.

“Yes. He’s come for a visit,” Liu murmured.

“Hello, everyone. Master Gen, Brother Hu, Wife Ju. A pleasure to see you all,” Ash said, which Liu stated in a deeper voice. “Nothing really going on here, other than we might have found a portal for us to use to get back home. We’ll be working toward that goal. No idea on timeline.”

“That’s good,” Gen said with a slow nod of his head. He leaned back and looked at Liu. Then he glanced over to Hu and Ju. “Would you two like to go first?”

“Ah, thank you, Uncle Gen,” Hu said with a warm laugh. Ju nodded her head at that, escorting Liu over to take a seat. “Brother, all is well here. My kingdom is stable. The Sheng Alliance has provided us with a great deal of reassurance.

“Uncle Gen has been very kind to us as well. It’s been a true pleasure to be working with family all the way around.”

Gen laughed at that, one hand idly stroking his short white beard. He looked rather pleased with the situation all in all.

“Yes, it’s been most pleasant working with family. Though I regret sending all my poor girls off to prison as soon as they grow strong,” complained Gen with a bitter sigh.

Ju and Hu both looked frustrated at that but nodded their heads.

“We’re glad you checked in, despite us not really having news,” Ju said quickly. “Very glad. My… our pregnancy is going very well. No issues so far.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Ashley murmured. He was still unnerved about her being pregnant, but he didn’t regret it either.

Hu and Ju turned to look at Gen. It appeared that really was everything they had.

“The cultivator world is, of course, the cultivator world,” Gen began, his brow creasing. “It is no worse than when you left, though not much better. A cultivator’s life is one made of bones and blood. Mostly of others. Sometimes of friends.

“Though I have made sure that everyone understands harming citizens is unacceptable and the quickest way to get my ire. That or bothering the Sheng Alliance. I will be the first to admit that I favor my family.

“After all, they gave me all my greatest achievements.”

“Did you get to splash a realm lord amulet around in Bao Jade’s blood?” Ash asked intuitively. He knew for a fact that Gen lived to abuse his enemies.

Bao had betrayed him deeply.

“Yes. Yes, I did,” Gen said with a dark chuckle. “Ahh, you see? This is why my family is my family. My dear boy knew exactly what I’d already done.

“Ah, I personally have nothing to say beyond that. Other than that, you’re missed, Ashley.

“Oh! Your parents are fine before you ask. I have dinner with them every third day of the week. Your sister is doing well, too.”

“Thank you for letting me know,” said Ash with a smile. He still wanted to talk to Liu privately, but he realized this would be more of a chit-chat session.

Catch up and bond.

“Oh, Master Gen. Are you still seeing Mistress Zha?” Ash asked.

“I am, actually. She’s the sect master now. The Jade vault was also able to be opened. The sect is in a much better state now,” Gen allowed with a chuckle.

“You should let Zha know that her worries need no longer exist for her family member,” Ash offered with some careful consideration of his words.

Just because he didn’t care for Ju, didn’t mean he could talk about other women around her.

“Ah, that’s good news. I’ll be sure to let her know,” Gen murmured with another chuckle. “My boy seems to ever worry for me and my life. How lovely my golden years have become.”





***





Liu moved out to a deck and put her hands behind her back. Looking out to the training that was still ongoing.

“Thank you, Ashley,” Liu whispered. “I owe you very much, you know.”

“It’s fine. I’m glad to have met you. I regret I won’t be seeing you any time soon. At least not until I can get down to your realm or fix what was done to you,” apologized Ash. “I have some ideas on how to reverse it already, you know. I’m working on it.”

Laughing, Liu shook her head, then let out a slow breath.

“Ahhh, my Husband ever cares,” she said after a moment.

“I do. Now… Liu, I wanted to talk to you because I need a favor from you.”

“Anything. Name it.”

“I want you to all collect as much Qi as you can for a time. I need the extra Qi sent my way through the chain,” Ash asked. “Also, if there are any Brides who haven’t pledged, have them pledge. I’ll put a chain to them.”

“Ah… yes. We were wondering what caused the chains. That makes sense that they’re tied to the chains. The constant Qi-flow has been quite empowering for the Brides.

“I’ll have a pledge festival occur along with a massive accumulator session for a few days. Maybe make some sort of monthly celebration of it. Sheng Alliance day or something.”

“I mean… you’re the Sheng Alliance leader in the lower realm, Liu. You are my voice, my hands, and my will,” Ash pointed out. “I can feel your Dao as a shadow of my own. I know you feel momentum in the same way I do.

“I know for a fact you can feel it whenever I even think about you as your personal momentum speeds up. You can see yourself in the greater whole, as well as the whole.”

“I… yes, Ashley. I know it,” Liu whispered as if afraid to speak it loudly. “I don’t regret my life. I know you regret what you did to me, but I don’t. I live because of you, so I live for you.”

“Yes. I know, Liu. Now… thank you for taking time out for me,” began Ash, thinking of how to excuse himself. “I need to get back to prison life. Just give your Dao a knock real hard if you need to talk to me. When should we expect the next group of Brides? Or Brothers?”

“Two weeks is the next prison opening for our realm. Gen will be holding it and sending around a hundred Brides through, and three-hundred Brothers.”

“Holy shit,” Ash blurted out.

“We are recruiting across the realm, now. Gen helps us recruit. The king helps us recruit.

“In every sect, every city, every wayward backwater village. A Bride and a Brother are there to teach people about the Sheng Alliance.

“We are… everywhere. We serve the Realm Lord and the King, they help us recruit more to serve. It’s symbiotic and valuable,” explained Liu with a laugh. “Many will forever remain here as they lack the talent or abilities, however. Those who aren’t suitable to be with a Fated One.”

Ash nodded at that, then sighed.

“Thank you for telling me. I’ll definitely fix you, Liu. I swear it. For now, though… for now, goodbye my Bride, my Liu,” Ash said and broke away from her.

As he fell back into his own body, he realized he was laid out in a bed.

Hui was pushed up against the back of his body, her hands pressed into his and cultivating endlessly. Her face pressed into his spine.

She was fast asleep.

He opened his eyes and stretched partially.

Only to find himself face to face with Xiuying.

“Oh, hello,” Xiuying whispered, crouched down in front of him. Her smile was wide, and her eyes fastened to his face. “How are you, Husband?”

Ash opened his mouth and felt his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth.

“I thought you might be thirsty,” Xiuying proclaimed and lifted a glass of water from somewhere. It even had a straw which she popped into his mouth. “I also made you a nice little recovery pill. It’s nothing big, but it should help you shake off whatever happened to you.

“You just looked so stiff and uncomfortable. Oh, Chunhua left the Hall to go speak with the City-Lord. She felt it would be good to warn him about the fact that Ghast was coming at some point.”



“Actually, I think she’s already on the way. I’ve been monitoring that link you have with her. She sent several bursts of Qi with… something I couldn’t catch attached to it.





“I didn’t want to disturb you, but it seemed out of the ordinary.”



Drinking the water as he listened, Ash then reached out for his link with Ghast.

Qi was pushing toward him from her in a slow but steady amount.

There wasn’t any emotion tied to it at the moment, but he felt as if she was indeed closing the distance to him. That she was coming as he’d requested of her.

Her Qi-Sea was still filled with his Qi. He could feel it acutely.

She seemed almost like a balloon filled to the point of bursting, in fact. That any and all Qi she gathered was being shunted to him.

Xiuying was still grinning at him as he drank.

After a few more heavy swallows she gently pulled the cup away and then held up a pill. It looked like a small white disk.

“Here you go. Be a good Husband and listen to your Bride,” teased Xiuying, who gently thumbed his lower lip down and then pushed the pill under his tongue. “Keep it under there. It tastes nice. Like oranges. I have no idea why!”

“You really are Fortune’s Chosen, aren’t you?” Ash asked.

“So I’ve been told my whole life! Now… is there anything else I can get you?” Xiuying asked and began to gently stroke his hair back from his face.

It was such a warm-hearted gesture that it left Ash feeling somewhat odd.

Many women touched him.

Few, if any, touched him in such a caring way. It reminded him of his first girlfriend, who had been very affectionate.

“What’re you offering?” he asked suddenly.

“Anything. Everything,” replied Xiuying, still smiling.

“Keep petting me?” asked Ash, feeling stupid. “Pet me, Xiuying.”

“I can do that easily and… maybe I’m just being silly, but I’m feeling lucky that you could get a nice long nap in. I might even join you after a short time. I’m at a really good part in this book I’m reading, though, and don’t want to stop.”

Sitting down at the edge of the bed, Xiuying got comfortable and just set to smoothing Ash’s hair back. At the same time, she pulled a book out from somewhere and began reading it.

Before he even realized it, Ash fell asleep.

A full sleep that left him deep in his own mind without an edge of concern to it.

For the first time, in a long time.





Nine





Stifling a yawn, Ash looked up to the airship that was coming down toward him.

It was flanked by four others, surprisingly.

All of them showed some signs of damage though.

One even had a hole in the side easily fifteen feet wide.

Ash looked around at those with him.

Siu, Tala, Na, Chunhua, Xiuying, Hui, and Mei were with him.

Ghast’s arrival had torn them away from whatever else they were doing. Jia, Locke, and Moira were currently handling the Brides and the lands around Lake-City and what was happening.

Which apparently, was people abandoning the other cities because they were falling into absolute chaos. Refugees were being dispersed in every direction.

The Brides were working to stem the tide and moving to take over the nearby cities. Rather than letting them burn to the ground.

Ash wasn’t their direct commander and didn’t care. Their commanders knew how best to use them.

As long as the Brides were used in a way that didn’t endanger them more than necessary.

He was currently monitoring all his chains with them to make sure they were always at their peak level of Qi. There would be no possibility of them having an issue with Qi without him knowing it.

That didn’t mean he could prevent them from dying, but it would make it impossible for them to die for lack of firepower.

“—around always talks about how pretty she is,” murmured Xiuying.

“It’s depressing how pretty she is,” Mei muttered.

“Good thing Husband loves us for who we are, and not what we look like,” stated Xiuying while nodding her head. “I mean, really, I can already hardly compare to Locke, let alone more than that.”

There was a collectively held breath at her words, followed by a few chuckles, a sigh from Tala, and a lessening of tension.

“I like you, Xiuying,” declared Mei.

“I like you too, Mei!” Xiuying said, then flung an arm around the other woman and pulled her in close. “When we finish up here, let’s go play that board game you play with Jia!”

Mei let out a noise like a grunt, then laughed and put an arm around Xiuying’s hips and held onto the other woman.

“That’d be lovely,” she agreed.

“My Elegant Self would like to participate, Mei, Xiuying. I have a number of perfumes I traded for that I’d like to get your opinions on,” Tala interjected.

“Ah… I would very much like to attend, if possible,” Chunhua added.

“I’d say you’re all going to want to be there,” Ash said before anyone else could say more. “I’d say make it a get together and enjoy yourselves. Use the Hall.”

If they did it as he expected, he would get some alone time with Na or Locke.

Maybe even both.

Glancing to his left, he caught Na staring at him.

She gave him a bright smile when their eyes met.

A silent exchange happened in that moment before Ash looked back to the ships.

“Chunhua, can you do repairs on airships?” he asked, even as everyone around him casually discussed plans.

“I’m sure I could figure it out,” asserted the sorceress. “We should take care of our Qi-Lady after all.”

“Ah! If the ships were damaged, then they probably have people who are hurt right?” Xiuying whispered loudly. “I get to test out my pills then! Rou is at the sect right now taking care of the next batch of knights so it’s… it’s me! Yay me!

“I think it’ll be amazing. I think-I think my pills will be so fortunate, so lucky, that I’ll become the alchemist of the Sheng Alliance.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that.

As far as he knew, Xiuying wasn’t actually aware of Yue in any deep way. When she spoke about the medicine that was already being used, she often said that it was high quality and amazing.

Though, that was it.

“Do you know who Yue is?” Ash asked suddenly.

“Yue? I don’t know. There’s a number of Brides named Yue,” Xiuying replied, looking to Ash.

“Yue the alchemist?” he tried instead.

Xiuying shook her head slightly, her hair shifting back and forth.

“Can I meet her? Would she be able to talk to me about alchemy? That’d be nice!” fired off Xiuying. Going from curious to excited in no time at all.

“Maybe another time, dear,” Mei offered.

“Oh? Okay. Are there any other alchemists?” asked Xiuying. “I know they’re rare, but… we have too many amazing medicines for us to only have two. Right?”

Ghast’s ship was coming in close now. All five looked to be as if they were planning on setting down right here and now.

“We’ll talk more about it later,” Tala declared. “Now it’s time to act our part. My Elegant Self dislikes it but knows Ashley wishes this. Isn’t that so, Ashley?”

“Thank you, my dear Bunny Wife,” Ash answered with a grin.

“Ah, of course. Who is my Elegant Self if not your Bunny Wife?” Tala said without any shame at all, along with a deep chuckle.



Well. Tala is fairly mentally stable and emotionally secure now.



Ghast’s ship touched down in front of him and the door opened even before it had completely settled.

The beautiful Qi-Lord rushed out of the ship before he could even lower his head and snatched him up. Hugging him tightly and pressing him against her.

Her hands practically clawed into his back as if he might pull away.



Well, Siu’s going to get another boost to her Dao and her Qi-Sea I suppose.





Damn me if I don’t want to throw Ghast to the ground and see if she’s willing here and now. It’s like sliding into a blanket heated to the point of feeling like a bath and as soft as silk.



Unable to help himself, Ash hugged Ghast in return. His arms held tight around her, and his hands pressed to her shoulders.

“My Hand,” whispered Ghast. “My dearest Hand. I owe you so very much. So very much. I would most certainly have died without you.

“I owe everything to you and would give you anything. Me, all my people, a pledge, anything.”

“Pledging would be wise,” Xiuying chirped happily. “We’ve all pledged to him! It helps give us more power.”



Fucking… ugh.





Whatever. Her pledging would actually help, wouldn’t it, my dearest housewife?





And don’t think I didn’t notice how nice all the Brides are being. Even the likes of Mei and Jia.





They’re all on their best behavior.





“Yes, it’d be good for her to pledge to us. And you’re welcome! I’ve leveraged Xiuying and Siu effectively to get them all in line in regard to you.





“I have had less success with trying to make the Brides less… ah… insanely dedicated to you. I don’t think I’ll win that fight, but I’ve done what I can.”



“My Lady Ghast,” choked out Ash. “It would be best if we went elsewhere. Can I offer you medicine for your people, refreshments, or repairs for the ships?”

“Yes, please, all of the above, my dearest Hand,” agreed Ghast. She leaned back and promptly kissed Ash.

It was a kiss that felt like someone had stuffed a rod of steel into his privates and molten hot coal into his chest. Unable to stop himself, he kissed her back, his tongue spearing into her mouth.

Ghast moaned, let out a soft whimper, and curled into him, having intimated the kiss and then letting him dominate her.

A sudden and immediate cooling relief broke Ash free. His thoughts became his own in a flash.

Kissing Ghast for a few more seconds, as he couldn’t deny she was an exceptional kisser, Ash broke it finally.

Taking a step away from her, he gestured toward the home they often met at for these situations.

Ghast patted him on the shoulder, walked up to Mei, and stuck her arm through Mei’s.

Leaning her head down, she began immediately speaking to Mei, though Ash couldn’t hear it.

It seemed the talk was being muted from being listened in on.

Not even hiding his actions, Ash snatched up Siu’s arm and dragged her against himself. He quickly wrapped an arm around her shoulders, while grasping her right hand with his own.

“Oh me, oh my,” purred Siu, a fan snapping out with a click and quickly coming up in front of her face. “For what it’s worth, she didn’t do anything you felt on purpose. What you feel for her is entirely your own attraction to what she is, as well as her Dao acting on you.”

“Great, you can sit in my lap or right behind me, don’t care, either way,” Ash growled. “I don’t want her Dao doing that again. Purposefully or not. She’s not my Bride and I didn’t much care for that.”

“Ah, I wouldn’t hold it against her,” Siu whispered, Ash feeling the sudden and solid “pink-bubble” of force Siu often projected around him. “I think your control over her has shifted her Dao to a degree.

“Imagine how you would feel if you encountered… oh I don’t know… someone who offered you such momentum that just having them around often skewed your results.

“Could you honestly say you wouldn’t try to hold them at your side? As much or as long as you could?”

Siu had said it all while turning to look straight at Xiuying, who had waltzed right up to Ghast and Mei, and was now leaning over the latter, while talking to the former.

As if it wasn’t a big deal at all.

“Good point,” relented Ash. If Ghast’s Dao was demanding her to initiate a relationship with Ash, that’d be hard to resist as a cultivator.

They quickly entered the manse and went into the dining room. Everyone sat themselves very quickly.

Na and Mei bracketed Ash, with Siu and Xiuying standing behind him.

Across was Hui, Tala, and Chunhua.

No one seemed particularly happy at the moment.

Most certainly because of Ghast’s actions with Ash, or so he’d guess.

“I’ll begin with apologizing,” Ghast said quickly, looking to all the women in the room. “That was-that was unacceptable. I suddenly found myself fighting my Dao and my extreme attraction to him.

“In the future, I’ll just keep my distance from him when I can feel my Dao becoming… feisty. I’ll also accept whatever you think is a suitable punishment. I know you all care for him a great deal.”

Everyone immediately deflated, except for Tala and Na, at those words. Those two still looked quite bothered by the whole situation.

Siu laid a gentle hand against his spine.

“Thank you, Ren. I appreciate that. I don’t blame you,” promised Ash.

“I’m sure we’ll come to some type of suitable answer for the rest of us,” Mei allowed. “Lady Ghast, it’s good to see you. We heard that there was an extreme Qi expenditure.”

“We were concerned that you’d been… captured or something of that nature,” Chunhua continued after Mei paused.

“My Elegant Self assumed you were in some type of fight and attempting to conserve your firepower,” Tala suggested with a shrug of her shoulders. “Then our dear Husband gave you the keys to the vault, so to speak.”

Ghast had been silent as each woman spoke before nodding her head at Tala’s words.

“That’s exactly it. I was under attack by two Qi-Lords,” Ghast explained. “Si’Sha and Xing teamed up to try and take some of my resources.

“My people were having problems up until… well… my dearest Hand rescued me. He also gave me such a sweet feeling that I couldn’t help myself earlier.

“Such a warm-hearted and kind man. I admit, I’m eternally surprised. If it were anyone else, I’d assume it was some type of trick, and he was trying to trap me.

“But… given I wasn’t used physically despite my appearance, or robbed, or… or anything… it’s hard to fathom.”

“He’s just that special,” Hui offered. “Ashley is truly special. A Fated One of Fated One’s. You’re lucky to be treated with kindness. Though, I think that is due to you being kind to him, to begin with.”

Ghast blinked, frowned, then shrugged.

“Yes, I admit I felt foolish for being so merciful to him. I suppose that I am not merely a decoration or corpse because of it,” mused Ghast with a laugh. “Ah… well… I’m here. Per your request, dearest Hand.

“How can your Lady Ghast serve you? What may I do to please you? I assume you wanted to know what was going on, perhaps?”

There was a flash of something through his senses at her statement.

Before he could even identify it, Siu had drained it away, thankfully.

“That’d be helpful. What’s going on up there? I didn’t expect two Qi-Lords to attack you,” Ash admitted. “Also, I set it up so the Qi would remain in the upper realm for a time. I can reverse it whenever we wish.

“I didn’t want everyone to start looking downward until we were ready for it.”

“Yes, everyone did notice the Qi stabilized. I assumed you did it, and that works out well for us,” shared Ghast. “I’ve been purchasing up many lands here on the ground floor. Everyone seems to view me as a fool at the moment, but I find it quite amusing.

“The day my dearest Hand decides to flip the game is when they’ll all find I’ve invested perfectly. Should I assume that’ll occur soon?”

“Maybe. Ah… Mei, hon?” Ash asked, looking at the beautiful woman.

Mei glanced at him, smiled, then looked at Ghast.

Na took the opportunity to get up and quickly went over to the cabinets to one side.

“Many of the Outsider cities are experiencing a crisis. As if everyone that was part of their security forces has left,” Mei explained. “We’re actively taking cities as quickly as we can but… it’s inefficient.

“These are also only the ones we can get to easily. There are likely many more outside of our reach and range.”

Ghast’s beautiful mouth turned into a pout.

“That’s a shame. I don’t know anything about why that would be happening,” she confessed with a small shake of her head. Na set down a cup of tea in front of Ghast, along with several small snacks. “Thank you, Handmaiden. I deeply appreciate your care and consideration.”



Hm.





She found someone to get information out of.





She’s researching the Sheng Alliance.





“Wouldn’t you? My silly husband.





“It’s not as if I’m not constantly listening to every conversation from her people I can as well as scanning and rifling through all her belongings.





“You would not believe how many letters from men she gets. All her responses are very simple, by the way. She’s in a relationship, please go away.





“I think she now has plans for you. That’ll be only somewhat problematic, but not very much. You can just jerk that leash of hers.





“Or maybe mine? Please? I’ve been a good housewife, haven’t I? Time for roleplay fun?”



Siu’s cleansing and cool power stripped Ash of any thoughts instantly.

“— course, Lady Ghast,” Na responded without a smile or even a twitch on her face. She moved to stand behind Ash once more after laying out a similar drink and set of snacks for everyone else.

“I think it’s what we’ve done,” Hui stated suddenly; the beautiful and highly intelligent woman looked to be deep in intense concentration. “They attacked originally likely because we made changes to where the Qi was going.

“We modified it again, and they, yet again, made massive changes based on it, though also given their previous actions. They were revealed, they were no longer hidden, and now they’re fleeing.

“Perhaps because they failed, but also because the Qi is shifting upward again. Their plans were made based on a temporary situation we created.

“At the same time, the guards have all vanished, perhaps because of our actions, their actions, or the Emperor.”

“The guards didn’t all leave,” Ghast said quickly before someone else could say anything. “We found several of them hiding for some reason.

“They were trying to make it to the upper levels of the prison but didn’t know the procedures or policies to make that happen. When we captured them, they all… killed themselves, surprisingly.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that.

“Killed themselves? We ran across a very powerful cultivator who killed himself as well,” explained Ash excitedly. “They all had guard uniforms on. They were in the jail entry area and seemingly waiting.

“There was something close to… twenty of them, I think?”

Ghast shook her head with a grimace on her face.

“The guards were working with the Outsiders,” Hui suggested. “Their timing, attempting to escape at the same time the Outsiders are, and their original disappearance when the attack was about to be carried out.

“The Outsiders are led by the guards, are the guards, or working with the guards. There are other possibilities, of course, but it feels right.”

Hui nodded her head and now looked to Ash. Her eyes were bright as she stared at him intently.



Ah, yes.





Yes.



“I think my beloved Hui Sheng is correct,” Ash confirmed and then stood up, causing everyone to look at him somewhat oddly. “I think there’s more going on here, and it’s the guards. Also… I think the exit to the prison is at the top of the prison.

“Which is why they were trying to go there. It seems like it’s time for me to go up to the top with you, my Lady Ghast.”

Ash paused next to an eager-looking Hui.

“I’ll go up with you, you can introduce me to all Qi-Lord things as your Hand of Hands, and we’ll shift the Qi flow,” Ash explained. He reached up with his right hand and began to pat and stroke Hui on the head while standing next to her.

To which Hui closed her eyes and wore a beautiful smile.

“Shift it to the bottom with an extreme movement. Get everyone to look to the bottom even as we’ve already taken up a massive position,” Ash continued, looking to Hui to find she was nodding her head slightly even as he continued to pet her. “Should we grow our defensive formation at the same time, Hui Sheng, strategist of mine?”

“Yes,” she whispered in a soft moan. “Take it all.

“For the pattern, it won’t likely grow fast enough, but that’s okay. The Knights and the Brides will be able to hold anywhere the formation is. Even if we have to take a city a month from now as the formation grows.”

“Will this formation take the entire prison over?” Ghast asked curiously.

“In time,” Chunhua confirmed. “We plan on making the prison the hidden fortress of the Sheng Alliance.”

“Well! I suppose now I’m ever so glad I had already spoken to Mistress Sheng about this,” Ghast got out with a throaty and provocative chuckle. “May I, Mistress?”

“Yes, Ren Sheng, that would be advisable,” Mei allowed with a pretty smile in return for the other woman. “By the way, we have a small group of women who share clothes given our… well… different figure. Locke Sheng helps us make more with certain fabrics and patterns.”



What?





Ren Sheng?



“I, Ren Sheng, would pledge myself completely to Ashley Sheng,” began Ghast.

Or Ren, Ash supposed.

“Though we were born on different days—”

Even as Ren began reciting a pledge Ash knew well by this point, he ignored it.

Internally, he could feel Ren’s statue coming to stand amongst all the others.

She was most definitely reaching out to Ash in the center, wearing very little in the way of clothes, and being perfectly golden already.

As she pledged, his Dao briefly flared to life.

A hefty clunk sounded as the momentum of the Sheng Alliance in the emperor’s prison grew by an incredible amount.

Ren’s eyes flew open and wide. Her mouth hung open just as she finished speaking her pledge.

“I can feel his Dao,” she whispered as the link between them shattered and broke apart. A chain replaced it and was a bright golden color. “Ashley Sheng… I had no idea.”

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Xiuying blurted out with a laugh. “See? I told you to pledge and pledge quickly!

“Now you just need to take your clothes off, lay down on the table, and let him carve his Dao upon your back!

“I’m sure our amazing Locke Sheng has already anticipated some of this and even put together abilities for you!

“Uhm, speaking of, is there any hobby or craft you’d want to learn? Like doll-making or anything?”

“Doll… making?” Ren asked in a curious voice.

Even as she began taking her clothes off.

“Yeah! Anything at all. Ashley is amazing,” Xiuying happily supplied.



“I do have abilities for her. Xiuying is right. I prepared it in advance, just in case.





“They’ll compliment what she already knows, I imagine. Also… uh… also I already generated what I think will be the best carving. I think she craves control, so I put in a giant off switch for her.





“Don’t be mad at me. She’s an incredibly talented and strong woman. She’d be a wonderful Bride!”



“I just want control,” breathed Ren. “Give me control over my Dao, or something like it. Please.”



“See?”







Ten





Ren was recovering in a chair nearby.

She had passed out before the chisel had even completed the first pass, though had woken up after he’d connected the carving together.

Not that he could blame her for passing out. It was a gruesome and horrifying experience.

“This is fascinating,” Chunhua murmured, staring at the controls for the airship. It was a complicated creation of artifacts, Qi, and mundane methods. “I think I could replicate some of this, but it wouldn’t be worth the effort. We can probably purchase these as they are.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Mei agreed, and prodded at a device that didn’t make any sense to Ash.

He wasn’t really concerned with how it flew.

“You’re right, we do purchase them. They’re not that expensive, but you have to know the right person,” offered Ren, who shifted around in her seat.

The first thing she did was turn off her Dao.

There didn’t seem to be any outward change, but, as a person, she seemed incredibly at ease and relaxed now. As if the weight of the world had been removed from her shoulders.

“Ren, how many do you have?” Na asked, looking out a window.

“Two dozen? They’re not that expensive, but they’re annoying to maintain,” answered Ren, sounding somewhat unsure. “Why?”

“Useful to transport troops. We have many that will need to move about swiftly,” explained Na with a sniff. “The Brides will need several of them. We’ll just have them hosted out of the Bridal Fort and perform maintenance there.”

“Sounds like a plan,” pronounced Ash as he leaned back in the recliner. He was feeling rather comfy.

Despite the fact that Tala had shoved herself in next to him and covered them both with a blanket. One of her long ears was draped over his head. The other around his throat.

Along with one leg over his hips and an arm across his chest.

The big bunny was dozing happily against him.

“Do we need to attack those who attacked you?” Hui asked. “I would like to kill people. I’m close to punching through to the Awakened Mortal realm.

“Ashley would reward me for doing such a thing so quickly. I think I’m the first?”

“You’re the first,” confirmed Mei with a chuckle. “And yes, he’d likely reward you. He is most certainly not stingy with his rewards.”

Siu clicked her tongue and began to move away from where she’d been studying a map. Her hips swayed as she sauntered over to Ash.

“I think we should attack them,” she offered, her fan fluttering slowly in front of her face. “It would be good to make sure everyone else realizes Ren wasn’t harmed, to make them think she was not even bothered by the attack.”

Ren laughed at that and lifted her hands in a helpless way.

“Then we should attack Si’Sha,” she offered. “I was already after her after Ashley killed her champion. She doesn’t have many lower lands, but we could take some of her resources above and then trade out for Low resources.

“How long will it take for that formation to reverse it all?”

“A week,” Chunhua stated with full conviction. “I timed it myself. Ashley taught me formations as part of my Bridal dowry.

“I’m surprised you took Doll-Making in the end, given all he can give us.”

“It sounded really fun,” Ren countered with a laugh. “Though I didn’t realize I could use them to communicate among other things.”



“To be fair, I kind of cheated. I listened to Xiuying. I really looked into Doll-Making for what I was planning for Ren.





“I realized I could combine it with her abilities, manipulation of others, and channel it to the Dolls. Our Fortune’s Chosen is… chosen.





“I’m going to try to use her to the best of my abilities. Make her walk around the Hall and ask her questions randomly, and let her do what she wants.”



“Xiuying?” Ash asked, turning to look at the rather pretty and unassuming woman.

“Mmm? Yes, Ashley?” she asked, looking up from the book she was reading.

“Hui feels we should attack, as does Mei. I tend to agree. Getting any lucky feelings on the when and the how?”

“No,” Xiuying admitted with a warm laugh. “While I’m flattered that you want to consult me, I’m afraid I don’t really work like what you’re thinking.”

“I can’t pick you up, give you a shake, and peer inside?” Ash asked with a chuckle.

“Oh, you’re welcome to do all that, and I think I’d maybe even find it fun? But I’m not something that you can get a picture of the future from, or which path to take,” Xiuying murmured, looking back to her book with a blush on her cheeks. “My fortune lies more in when things are thrust upon me, rather than figuring out a path.”

“Attack, it is then,” Mei stated and looked to Ren.

“Qi-Lord’s square should be our destination,” mused Ren aloud. “Si’Sha will be there to try and hide amongst the others. The upper Qi-Lords don’t go there often.

“Most of the middle realm Qi-Lords stay there, and they number in the hundreds.

“More akin to small gangs, really.”



Really?





Hm.





So, in other words, there aren’t any Qi-Lords in the lower areas. The middle realms are more like gangs. Those in the upper realm are more like CEOs or business owners.



“We can challenge her repeatedly if she’s there,” Ren declared, shifting around in her seat again.

“The itching fades with time,” offered Chunhua. “As your body better aligns with the carving, that is. The itching just stops. I don’t even remember it’s there anymore.”

“I always feel mine,” Hui declared and held her hands up. Immediately, she began to channel Qi freely to and from herself. “I am the living weapon Hui… or… I was… I’m not now. I’m just… Hui Sheng now. I’m also quite glad to be me. Not a weapon.”

Ash lifted his hand and gestured at Hui to come over. He wanted to desperately reward her for her words just now.

Hui came over quickly, and Ash reached up and pulled her down to a seated position next to him. He stuck his hand atop her head and began petting her while rubbing his hand back and forth as well.

“My beautiful Hui, that is exactly the attitude you should have. My strategist. My Bride. My Hui. You must be all those things, and a weapon last,” Ash whispered, holding her eyes with his own. “I have many weapons, but only one Hui. Don’t I?”

She never looked away but only nodded at him, a smile flashing across her face.

“One Hui,” she whispered and then closed her eyes. “Yes.”

For whatever reason, she truly did enjoy him petting her head and rewarding her verbally.

Personally, he felt it was condescending, but if it made her happy, he would gladly do it.

Her upbringing had most certainly broken her in many ways.





***





“I think this is the first time I’ll be here without my Dao causing problems,” Ren murmured, watching the landing zone through a window.

The other ships that’d come with her had all left to go defend her territories.

Ash had brought on board a squad of Knights of Sheng just to see how they’d do.

“Is it that problematic? I didn’t want to pry,” Ash tried, glancing over at the beautiful woman.

“My Dao is to be the most beautiful, the most desirable, that no one can resist me,” she mumbled with a small shake of her head. “It was originally so no one could hurt me. Little good that did, since it just drew men in to try and capture me or kill whomever I was with.”

Ren hunched her shoulders briefly and then huffed.

“Not today, though. I don’t even need bodyguards,” she whispered and then pulled out a mask and fit it to her face. He had no idea where she’d gotten it, but he got the impression it wasn’t too abnormal. “You should all wear those veiled hats given… well… given how lovely you are.

“Ashley can just be himself. He’s very attractive for a man, I must admit, at least to me, but he isn’t what people here would consider conventionally handsome.”

As one, all the Brides around them pulled their hats over their heads and adjusted their veils.

The Knights, led by a young man who was friends with Tan, were all wearing black hoods and clothes to cover themselves from head to toe. They were all working to keep their powers unused so that they didn’t panic the cultivators.

Ash had outfitted them all with enhanced weapons that tended to give cultivators a bad time.

“Ahh, I suddenly have a greater appreciation for how he tells me he loves my figure,” Mei mused.

Tala moved in closer to Ash’s side and casually put an arm around his shoulders. Then leaned her head to the side, her ears flopping over the top of his head.

He found it rather cute.

“Your Bunny-Wife thanks you for letting her Elegant-Self sleep on you,” she whispered, her veiled hat held in her left hand. “Thanks. I’m… really happy. Happier than I ever was previously, Ashley. Thank you for bringing me into your life.”

Tala squeezed him against herself, then moved a step away and pulled her hat down over her head.

Smirking, Ash glanced to his side just as Tala’s head turned partially toward him.

“Love you too, my Bunny-Wife. Though most rabbits tend to overbreed when happy and cared for, you know,” he teased as the airship settled into place with a heavy thump.

“I’m well aware we do. Good thing for Rou and Lightning-Vine,” Tala answered in a pleasant tone. “Do remember that while we’re traveling, you’ll need to start taking that again.”



Wait, really?





“Insanely so. She is a damn Rabbit indeed. Rou has just about gotten sick of it. So have I for that matter. Hate you. Hate them. My husband. Mine. Mine alone.”





Think we’re way past that.



The door opened and everyone began filing out. The knights exited first and made a double column just outside.

Ash and the rest exited and looked around.

“This is a private dock. We can leave from here and just enter the area,” Ren advised. “Most people here will be just like us, but in different ways. Try not to look too out of place, do your best to feel normal. Otherwise, you’ll stand out.”

The interior of the area they were in looked quite normal. It was just a wooden pier that extended out and formed the ship’s landing point.

The place it went into had a boring interior that looked as if it doubled as a garage.

Entering the hall it was attached to, Ren led them down several more corridors, and then out into an open area after a long set of stairs.

They were now on the top of whatever structure they stood on. Whether it be a building, or something floating all on its own, Ash didn’t know.

All he knew was that he could see a considerable distance away, as well as partway down, given the angle.

The entire top of the building was filled with people eating, drinking, fighting, trading, and engaging in any other activities one could think of. Ash could see that there were several people having sex in the open, in fact.

There were verandas, benches, tables, green areas, tiled squares, and even a few buildings spread throughout.

It was a general meeting place that was clearly manufactured for people to come and go as they pleased.

“Oh me, oh my,” whispered Siu with a laugh. Her fan was closed, but Ash could tell she wanted to unfurl it.

Additionally, she contracted her pink-sphere down to it just being around herself. She wanted nothing to do with anyone here it seemed.

“Ahhh! I see!” squeaked Xiuying, moving in closer to Ash’s right side. “Oooh… maybe I’m not-not as-as ahahaha… ready… as I thought.

“Oh! That looks painful. It sounds like… like meat slapping. How does she even like that?!”

Ash couldn’t quite answer that, given none of his relations involved anything that rough. Locke was the closest that came to it, but that had only been once, and she’d quickly stayed away from it since then.

If not becoming the cuddliest of them all.

“Now we just need to find Si’Sha,” Ren said, her head turning one way, then the other.



Locke, dear, beautiful wife of mine.





Any chance you can scan, find Si’Sha and give me an arrow?





“Of course! We already know what her Qi is like since we met her and… there. She’s here.”





Thanks, honeybunches. You’re the best, you know that?





“Why thank you. I really appreciate it. I’ve really been enjoying shifting to a Housewife-like existence. Everyone has also been responding really positively to it as well.





“Especially Mei and Jia. They seemed to think it was the best thing ever.





“Oh, and everything’s fine over here, by the way. We’re just taking territory as the formation expands slowly. No losses, though one was a near thing. Rou handled it.”



A green arrow appeared in front of Ash.

“Follow me,” he said, and looked around to his group.

“How lovely, I do like watching your rear end,” Chunhua offered, her veiled head tilting to one side.

“Ahhh, yes. He’s been putting on even more muscle lately, hasn’t he?” Tala mused. “It’s because we’re at the point where we don’t really eat anymore, isn’t it?”

“How… how old are you all?” Ren asked suddenly.

“Eighteen,” Ash murmured, to which everyone else said the exact same thing. He didn’t think that was the truth, but he knew ages were a strange thing to cultivators. Often skipping their entire youth and being forced to grow rapidly.

“Twenty,” offered Siu.

“My age doesn’t convert to the same thing here,” Tala answered. “Roughly, I’m a bit younger, but still a fully mature woman in charge of her Elegant Self.”

Ash was leading everyone through the area now. Walking through the space while following the direction of the arrow.

“I knew I was older, but I didn’t understand the gap,” Ren grumbled.

Ash glanced at her as she said that and then went back to his hunt.

He wouldn’t have put her at older than mid-twenties. A woman in her prime.



“I mean, technically I’m like… three years old or something. Because I’m not LBA.”



Ash blinked as he realized that he had truly found Si’Sha and laid eyes on her.

She was 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.

While she wasn’t unfortunate looking, the scars didn’t exactly add to what little beauty she had. Though Ash couldn’t help but admire the extremely muscled and toned figure on display.

She was currently sparring with another man in open hand combat. They were actually doing so with martial arts, rather than just abilities being thrown at one another.

For the first time in a long time, Ash felt a modicum of respect for a cultivator.

Outside of the Sheng Alliance and how they fought others, this was the first time he’d seen someone actually trying to raise their martial arts directly. Almost everyone relied on abilities alone.



Wait… didn’t the guards use martial arts alone as well?





They didn’t really use much in the way of abilities.





Why is that?





That’s actually noteworthy but I didn’t even realize it.





“Neither did I. Inform Hui of it and see if she was aware of it. Blind spots are blind spots for a reason.”



“Hui,” Ash whispered and turned, pulling his group off to an empty side of the square Si’Sha was in.

Before he had finished moving, the woman had pushed up to stand beside him.

“Yes, Ashley?”

“Did you notice that the guards we killed didn’t use abilities? They relied on their martial arts completely. Just like the man who you fought originally did. No abilities at all other than a really basic Qi shield,” Ash remarked.

Hui stood up straight as the group came to a stop. Every bit of her was rigid and unmoving.

“I didn’t… that… they all simply fought. None of them tried to use Qi, but they held Qi. Their bodies were absolutely infused with it, and it empowered them,” Hui muttered. “But none of them used really any abilities at all. That’s not normal.”

“Okay, think on that,” Ash requested and patted Hui on the shoulder, then turned to look at the masked Ren.

She was gazing at Si’Sha.

“Okay, so… now what, Ren?” he asked. “We just challenge her? And for what?”

“To start, we’ll challenge her for all her lower realms, with one of my upper realms on the line. My most lucrative one,” said Ren with a chuckle. “I already tried to purchase them outright at far over their price, she wouldn’t have it. So… now I must take it.

“As to how to challenge her, I’d like to push a fight to the death for two combatants. Do you have any concerns with that? Even if it was their champion or hands?”

“No. Not really. We have people who could handle it, I believe,” Ash admitted.

Chunhua was more than likely able to kill nearly anyone here if he let her run loose with an unlimited amount of Qi.

Ash then looked at the Knights. This would be a good opportunity for them to watch a cultivator fight to the end.

Up to this point, they’d been running around in the wild lands, hunting animals and beasts with the Brides.

That or sparring with them.

While they were learning quickly, along with Templar teaching them firsthand, they still needed more experience.

“I would like to fight,” stated Yix, the squad-leader of the Knights. “I want to fight. To the death, I want to fight. Put me in against an enemy of the Sheng.”

There was a tremble that ran through the man from head to toe as he spoke.

“That sounds like it’d be fun,” Xiuying chirped.

“So be it,” Ash decided immediately after hearing her.

While she had said to not use her as a fortune-telling device for the future, he was still going to lean her way.

Ren hesitated, then laughed.

“This is the first time I get to surprise people. Given my Dao, everyone always knows I’m here as soon as I show up. Anywhere I go. Thank you for the control, Ashley Sheng,” Ren said in a quiet voice, then squared her shoulders.

“Si’Sha!” Ren shouted, stepping out of their group and towards the scarred woman. Reaching up, Ren pulled down her mask. “I challenge you! My Cloud Meadows realm for all your Low realms! A fight to the death! I won’t even use my champion or any of my hands, yet you may do so!”

Si’Sha and her entire group all stared at Ren in shock at her being there.

“Surprise,” Ren said with a warm and bubbly laugh that woke Ash’s libido up and flung it to great heights.

Ren had apparently turned her Dao back on in that moment and everyone nearby could tell.

Siu, thankfully, was there in a flash to drain him.





Eleven





Ren stood there, hands on hips, and looking imperiously beautiful.

“Si’Sha! You may choose if it’s a Champion, Hand, or otherwise, I care not!” Ren called out and then stamped her foot. It was a high-pitched clack of a rather nice shoe striking stone, but no more than that. “I’ll even tell you in advance that if you choose a Champion, I’ll send a Hand! If you send a Hand, I’ll send someone without a formal rank in my hierarchy!”

Si’Sha had a pained and angry look on her face. As if she were attempting to down a bowl of noodles made of glass strung on barbed wire.

“Ghast,” Si’Sha got out finally in a choked voice. “You… you dare? Here?”

“Yes? Why wouldn’t I dare. It isn’t as if this hasn’t occurred before. I have challenged you. Per our own oaths and agreements, you must respond,” declared Ren with iron in her words. “I declare the penalty for declination as one-fourth of the proposed bets, since the value I have put up for the wager is far in excess of what the opposing bet is.”

Everyone was staring at Si’Sha.

“At what point can we claim her as the prize?” wondered Na under her breath. “She seems as if she would be a good sparring partner for the Brides.”

Apparently, that didn’t go unheard.

There was a smattering of laughter and titters that spread through the crowd.

“I accept!” shrieked Si’Sha. “I demand a higher wager! For-for-for your damned insults!”

“Fine, fine. I’ll wager my organization against half of yours,” Ren allowed with a wave of her hand. “Or just yourself. Whichever you prefer. As Bride Na noted, you have some worth. It would be a shame to kill you.

“And Si’Sha… I won’t let you go. I plan on running you down eternally. Your attack upon me with Xing… I took that as a threat to my life. You will not escape again. This is to the end.

“It would be best just to meet my wager head on, since this will only cease when one of us loses.”

Si’Sha’s eyes widened at Ren’s words, and she lifted her chin.

There was a strange look that flashed through her eyes and across her face that Ash couldn’t identify.

“Half my organization against yours!” Si’Sha demanded. “My champion shall fight!”

Ren nodded at that and looked at Ash.

“Did you ever appoint any other hands? For Heights and Lake-City?” he asked.

With a small shake of her head, Ren looked curious at his question and where it was going.

“I appoint Hui Sheng and Chunhua Sheng as Hands,” murmured Ash, then looked to the two women. “Which of you wants a fight to the death with the champion of Si’Sha?”

He had deliberately picked Hui and Chunhua, feeling that they were the most likely to win a fight to the end.

Mei nodded her head at that, then gently moved herself up into Ash’s side. He could tell she was feeling a bit insecure with him pushing on ahead as he was.

Reaching out with his right hand, he slipped it into hers and linked their fingers together, holding her hand tightly.

Chunhua and Hui turned to face one another.

“I was able to showcase my worth in front of Ash and the royal in-laws,” Chunhua stated in an amicable way. “Have you had an opportunity to showcase your worth like this yet? I’m not aware of it if so.”

“I have… not, no,” Hui admitted. Then she performed a martial salute to Chunhua and bent her head over her hands. “Thank you, Bride Chunhua.”

“Of course,” Chunhua replied with a laugh, performing a salute in return. “We must be kind to our family. Who are you, if not my sister, Hui Sheng?”

“I… yes. You are family. Thank you, Bride. Sister,” corrected Hui with a strange hiccup in her voice. “I shall take the fight and showcase myself. I’m sorry I just… family. I have family.”

“Yes, you do, Hui Sheng,” Mei put in firmly. “I do like the idea of calling each other Sister, since we have Brother’s now.

“Would the Knights be offended in also being our Brothers?”

“No,” Yix put in with absolute conviction. “We’d be honored to be your Brothers. I also have no regrets in giving way for our Sister to showcase herself. We Knights will have our own time to shine.”

The Knights performed their own salute as one.

“Hui Sheng, of the Brides of Sheng, Hand of Lake-City, shall take the challenge,” stated Ren with absolute authority. “By the way, Si’Sha, I’ve taken a husband! My name is Ren Sheng now! I look forward to watching your entire world crumble away.

“You shouldn’t have made this as personal as you had! You came for my life! I shall come for yours with equal ferocity! One does not attempt to kill someone without expecting to, in turn, be killed!”



I mean, that’s a very cultivator thing to expect.





Makes sense to me.



Hui pulled her veiled hat from her head and set it down. Slowly, she walked to the center of the square, where the majority of people had fled in every other direction.

“Look upon me! I am Hui Sheng!” she demanded and held her arms up, one of her hands immediately becoming a ball of pitch-black Qi, the other glowing a bright and golden color. “I show you my face if only to glorify the Brides! Just as Ren Sheng does! You should feel fortunate.”

Letting her hands fall to her sides, Hui then took up a position in the ready stance. Her entire body was thrumming.

Ash could feel her determination calling out to his Dao. As if wishing to be petted upon the head.

Delving into his Dao, Ash called it forth. Willed it to life and cast it out into the world.

The entirety of the area fell immediately under its influence, though there were those who obviously moved counter to it.

Somewhat outside of the Dao, Ash noted that his Brides and the Knights were like drums. Each of them striking a pounding beat that demanded ever more to join in.

Even Ren was a drum that stamped out a steady and demanding rhythm for all to fall into.

Hui was the loudest of them as she stood there.

The counterpoint of the enemy felt like a number of different instruments, all randomly throwing out notes and discordant attempts at a melody.

Snorting, Ash pushed on his Dao and ran it up. Letting it start to take some Qi and push.

As his control grew over his Dao, that there was a momentum to all things, he’d come to understand that even the amount of Qi his Dao took was a form of momentum.

He could feed it a trickle and let it build to a crashing tsunami if he did it right.

“Ha… ha… ah,” panted Ren, suddenly leaning towards Tala, who was beside her. “The… I… I feel it. His Dao. It’s… I’m part of it.”

The big bunny put an arm around her and held her upright.

“It’s a bit much for your first induction to his Dao,” Tala got out in a soft growl. Then she laughed. “Though I’m pleased to see how well you fit with us, Ren Sheng. Your momentum is splendid with our own.

“My Elegant Self will make sure to include you in the inner-Bride workings. Someone with such a strong momentum must be included.”

A man wrapped in odd leathers and hefting a Qi-Enhanced spear strode forward out of Si’Sha’s people. There were no details of his face or features visible.

There was a strong feeling of counter-momentum in this man.

Additionally, Ash could see a red box in the corner when he looked at the man to try and figure out his strength.

He didn’t need to read it to know this man was strong.

Very strong.

Strong to the point that Ash would bet on him being a Sovereign Immortal or close to it.

As Ash stood there trying to understand their foe, he could feel the Qi of the surrounding area simply pass by this man. More akin to how it did with the weapons.

“Ah… Qi-Enhanced leather,” Ren murmured.

Hui snorted and lifted up the hand holding the black Death-Qi.

“I’m ready,” she pronounced, staring at the man.

“Then die,” stated the man, and lunged forward with the spear that’d hung loosely in his fingers.

Twisting to one side, Hui let the spear track past her stomach, then as casually as could be, she slapped a hand into the haft of the weapon.

Knocking the tip into the ground.

As she did, the beat of her momentum sped up and became louder. Everyone in the Sheng Alliance responded in kind, the whole of the thing in lockstep.

Hui kicked at the spear with her foot rolled to the right, planted her golden hand to the ground, and performed a rather liquid-looking flip.

Landing right side up and with both of her hands in front of herself again.

The spear was no longer in the man’s hand, but was now embedded in the guts of someone who had looked very similar to this man in dress and stature. They had been standing beside Si’Sha only a moment ago.

Now they were on their knees with their hands around the point of the spear where the head was attached to the wood.

Not waiting, Hui had already wound back her arm and threw it back out.

Black darts shot forward toward the man in a flashing spray of violence.

His hands came up in front of himself and he batted away a number of the projectiles while twisting in an odd way at the same time. Other darts simply shot past him to land in Si’Sha’s people.

The rattle and boom of the Sheng momentum was climbing still. Each and every thrum brought everything into the frame they wished.

Along the chains that stretched out to the other realm and people like Liu, there was a pounding sensation coming back to Ash.

Qi from those connected to him was being sent his way unendingly as of late, but right now, he could feel them all pushing their own fragments of the great whole to the drumbeat.

“It seems the Brides have heard us,” mused Ash, and then opened his Dao up wider. He let it spill out to Liu and envelope her as well as all of the Brides who held chains there.

In that moment, Ash felt every statue that resided in his middle-Dantian flash to gold in an instant. All of them felt the pull of his Dao and their connection to him.

Then in the next, he knew that everyone in his momentum could feel one another. That they were indeed one entity and moving in concert.

“Heavens, we’re beautiful and terrifying,” Mei whispered as everyone seemed to understand the strength of their organization.

Surprisingly, her words seemed to solidify something else entirely in Ash’s middle Dantian. He wanted to look, but right now he was entirely focused on Hui.

Several blasts of what felt like Qi shot toward Hui and were broken apart by her, and one went wide to splatter into the Knights.

Or at least, it would have if it hadn’t struck the shield that Chunhua held.

It’d been spread out across the entirety of their side of the fight so that there wouldn’t be any accidental hits as there were for Si’Sha’s people.

Hui responded with a glowing orb from one hand and a flick of a black sawblade from the other. The first lazily floated over as the second blew through the air in a hurry.

Raising some type of Qi shield in front of himself with a thrown gesture of his hand, the man stood still as both projectiles slammed into it.

He then thrust his arms forward with a snapping noise and his body was encased in swirling Qi.

It reminded Ash of what artists often did to try and symbolize wind or currents. Or a wind tunnel that was using colored smoke to show where the wind-resistance was the most.

Hui built a shell of black and gold that surrounded her in an oval shape. Then the two threw several more projectiles at one another.

After two more exchanges, Hui’s shield withdrew back into her hands and the man had lost the strange currents.

With a small check, Ash felt that Hui was using Qi at a steady rate, but it wasn’t much of a loss. What he was gaining far outstripped what she was using.

That and he was actively drawing in all the Qi the man was throwing at Hui for himself. The Battle-Cultivation that was always running drew everything in that it could lay a finger on.

All the momentum of the fight was growing ever higher. The Dao itself was pressing in against those who worked against the Sheng Alliance now.

As with all things, the Dao of Momentum, if given time and momentum, would simply take control.

Storming forward, the man closed the distance between himself and Hui again, though she seemed eager to cross fists with him. She had been training frequently with the Knights in hand-to-hand combat.

A flurry of punches went back and forth, several landing on each combatant, then a kick or two from the man, halted by Hui blocking and shifting inward.

Such a move brought them up close to one another inside the range of hands and feet.

To which Hui dropped her head down in a bone-crunching head-butt, the crown of her head smashing the bridge of the man’s nose.

Unfortunately, the man threw out an elbow into Hui’s shoulder in the exchange. Both impacts sent the combatants stumbling back in different directions.

Laughing, Hui looked to her left arm which had held her Death-Qi in this fight. There was most certainly something wrong with it just with a casual glance.

“That hurts!” she proclaimed, laughing again. “But not half as much as it hurt when my Dantian died. Do you have any idea how much that hurt?

“This is fine though. I’m enjoying this. It’s good. Good for me. One must experience such pain to understand joy. I have a much better grasp of it now.”

Laughing still, Hui lifted her golden covered hand, her left arm dangling at her side. She once more put herself into position then launched herself forward.

The man had been struggling with his most certainly broken nose until that moment.

As of now, the momentum of the fight was at a great height, even as Ash continued to feed it Qi.

Hui jumped forward. Her whole body spiraled as she did so and became a strange blur of black and gold.

Her golden hand became almost like a spear tip as she flew forward.

With a boom, her fingertips struck the man’s arms as they came together to block her attack. The forces between the two coming together resulting in a massive impact that made Ash’s teeth slap together with a crack.

A blast of Qi had also shot out in every direction, crashing against Chunhua’s shield, as well as blinding everyone with the flash of light it caused.

When the Qi faded away, Hui stood by herself.

The body of the man she’d been fighting was below her. Both of his arms had been torn off. Blood pumping out of both limbs as he lay on the ground squirming.

Hui’s right hand had been blown off as well. Everything from the wrist down was missing.

Right now, she held it up and was staring at it critically.

Ash’s Dao never stopped booming out it’s rhythm and demand of the current momentum. It never ceased and continued.

Despite this fight being over, the conflict was not ended.



Uh… Locke?





“Xiuying should be able to craft a pill to fix it but… ah… that’s… quite bad. I’m not sure it’ll actually wo—”



As if nothing were wrong, Xiuying had casually walked up to Hui, pulled something out a bag at her waist, and held it up to Hui.

Whatever she said to her made the other woman laugh and bob her head down to take the pill from her hand. She tilted her head back, swallowed, then followed Xiuying back to the Sheng Alliance.

All the while looking very pleased with herself.

“Hui?” Mei asked as the woman drifted closer to Ash. “Are you well? What happened?”

“I underestimated how much force I put into the blow,” Hui admitted with a laugh. “Your Dao is so strong! I didn’t think it would amplify everything. I’m pleased to be your wife.

“Ah… I won, you know. I beat him. He was easily almost an Immortal, you realize. I beat him.”

“Her hand will be fine,” Xiuying put in quickly, putting an arm around Hui’s hips. “I made a lizard pill! Well, out of lizards, I guess. I boiled something like a hundred lizards together. Then threw in a whole bunch of healthy stuff.

“Then I just made that pill. I made a few of them, in fact. I think it’ll help her get her hand back. If we’re luck,y that is. I really don’t know.”

“But who are you if not my Bride, Fortune’s Chosen,” Ash stated, wanting to put absolute ownership over her luck for himself. “And who is she, if not your Sister? I’ll just assume that luck is exactly what is on our side. In fact… how about—”

Ash reached out and laid his right hand to Hui’s head, his left hand to her right wrist. He quickly looked into her with his senses as well as his Dao.

With force, he pushed his will into Hui.

That all things would flow correctly according to Xiuying’s medicine and his will.

His Dao.

The momentum of her hand regenerating would occur flawlessly and without issue. That all would be as it should be.

In that moment, while his Dao was still thrumming and pounding away, it could not be denied.

Hui stood in the center of the whirlwind of his momentum and his desire here was akin to a force all its own.

Xiuying’s medicine, enforced by his will, and guided by the Dao, would most certainly reconstruct her hand perfectly, as well as her shoulder.

Lifting her ruined hand, he looked at it critically, expecting results.

No sooner had his eyes found the ruined flesh than he saw it writhing about. Growing outward even as he gazed at it.

“It would seem, Hui, that you didn’t heed my words about protecting yourself,” Ash growled and glanced to the woman’s face.

His right hand was now gently smoothing her hair back and petting her. Just as if she were receiving a reward.

“I… that… I needed to win,” she breathed out in a hushed whisper, her eyes now looking to her wrist as the hand began to rebuild itself.

“How is it you were planning to cultivate with me without a hand? To hold my own hand? To touch me?” Ash demanded.

“That… ah,” whimpered Hui, her voice trailing off.

“I’m disappointed in you, Hui. Deeply disappointed,” he continued. “If you do not treat yourself as a prized Bride of mine, how am I supposed to? I demand you to never repeat this again. You will not endanger your life, or your self, for something like this.

“I know for a fact that you’re a brilliant woman. You could have come up with a different solution. In fact, I’m sure you did, didn’t you? Tell me.”

“I could’ve just kept throwing my darts until he ran out of Qi or died,” admitted Hui. Her face trembled in a weird way as she spoke. “Or beat him down in a straight-up fight in hand-to-hand. Or just take his weapon from him and use it against him. It wasn’t far away on the ground.”

“See? My brilliant Hui knew better. No more of this in the future, okay? How can I cultivate with you without a hand? Besides, your hands are quite beautiful,” Ash chided her. His hand on the wreck of her wrist slid up to hold the point where her hand was forming.

Bones were grotesquely sticking out as they formed.

This might take some time, he imagined, but the hand was repairing itself.

He didn’t think this was likely to repeat itself, though.

Without another bout of extreme luck, a pill, and a fully ramped Dao, this felt like a one-off situation.

“Yes, Ashley,” whined Hui. “I’m sorry. I’ll treasure myself as you treasure me.”

She then began to sob brokenly, her head dropping down to rest on his shoulder.

The hand on her head slid down to her shoulder and he just held her.

“Would you look at that, it really is lucky! Her hand is just growing back. I’ll need to boil up more lizards!” Xiuying got out with a laugh. “Maybe some frogs, too. Or-or-or… wait… how rare are phoenixes? Could I boil hundreds of those to make a resurrection potion?”

“Xiuying, you’re never allowed to leave my side,” Ash ordered. “You’re my Fortune’s Chosen. My Bride. You’re too lucky to ever let go.

“That and it doesn’t help that I think you’re beautiful as well as talented.”

“Awww, aren’t you sweet, Husband. I’ll gladly never leave your side. Besides, a Fortune’s Chosen and a Fated One should never team up, given the tribulation that’ll occur,” warned Xiuying with a laugh. “Unless your Fated One simply abducts tribulations for Qi. Then I suppose, it’s fine. You’d have to be an extraordinarily rare and blessed Fortune’s Chosen for that to happen though.”

“— challenge you for the rest of your domain, against the whole of mine, plus my life, and the lives of all my people!” demanded Ren, shouting at what was likely Si’Sha. “Come! I demand satisfaction. We shall not leave until it’s settled, and it isn’t as if you can run! You’ve already lost half your domain.

“If you run, I’ll just go take the rest by force. Take it and hunt you down. So… put another wager down with me.”

“I like her,” Mei murmured, her hand sliding down to rest on Ash’s rear end. “I’m so glad she’s on our side now.”

Siu was still standing behind Ash, and he felt a momentary pull on his libido as she casually touched him.

Stuck between Mei, Hui, Siu, Xiuying, and Ren’s Dao acting on him, he was thankful for it.

“Fine!” screamed Si’Sha. “Fine! I’ll send out a Hand, send out a non-ranked, just like you said! The rest of my domain for all of yours!”





Twelve





The Knight at the center of the square casually dodged to the side, only moving their torso and twisting away at the same time. The enchanted sword had passed by without even touching him.

It left behind a whining noise, given the strength it’d been thrust with.

So far, this entire fight had mostly been the Knight dodging one way or another. Stepping aside, or backward, without making any aggressive moves at all.

“They’re nothing compared to our Sisters,” Yix grumbled.

“We spar with you regularly. It took a lot of practice for us to be able to do as well as we do,” excused Na. “It is fortunate that you’re our family, as if we were to meet in the field, I’m not sure we would win.”

“To be fair, without our family, the Knights wouldn’t exist,” Yix countered with a chuckle. “Besides, sparring with you all has given us the experience we need to be able to fight.

“The chicken lays the egg, and the egg hatches the chicken. Without one, there would not be the other. The Knights are possible because we’re protected by the Brides until we can become what we are.”

Dodging away from the fight, the Knight took several steps back and gained some distance. Just about reaching the edge of the impromptu arena, in fact.

Then the Knight turned and looked at Yix and Ash, staring at them as if he was confused truly on how to proceed.

Ash felt like the Knight was looking for some type of direction. That the situation really hadn’t matched up to what he thought it should be mentally and was now simply unsure of what to do about it.

“This fight… it’s to the death, Knight Zhuxin. You have not done anything wrong. This is exactly what it should be,” advised Ash. “You’re just much stronger than expected. It’s best if you simply take their life once you feel you’ve earned enough combat experience from this duel and spare them the indignity of the situation.

“One day, it could be you or I in the opposite position after all. It isn’t their fault.”

With a nod of their head the Knight rushed back toward their opponent, who had been standing there with a strange look on their face. As if they really weren’t sure what to do or how to proceed.

Then they had an incredulous look on their face.

Or at least they seemed to momentarily have such a look as their head was removed and sent spinning into the dirt.

It hit with some force, spun, and vanished into the crowd of Si’Sha’s people.

Standing there, the Knight looked really unsure. Their enchanted sword still held out in their final attack.

Ash’s Dao continued to beat and thrum at a heavy and unwavering pace. Pounding away despite the anti-climactic end of Si’Sha’s Hand.

With a grunt, the Knight shook the blood off their sword and then moved back to Yix. He performed a Knight’s salute, received one in return, and then rejoined the other knights.

“I challenge you for yourself, Si’Sha!” Ren shouted. “Since you have nothing else, I wish you to fight for yourself! I wager my entire domain, all my people, and myself, against just you!

“The ownership of the woman known as Si’Sha who was once a Qi-Lord!

“You will fight this on your own against another of my un-titled people! They won’t even be a cultivator! This will be to the death for my person, but only until you personally cannot fight!

“As, after all, you’re the wager! We can’t let you die so easily in a duel where you are the prize!”

“This’ll be your fight, Yix,” Ash murmured. “I expect you to bring her back in one piece and without any true injuries. If she’s a threat to you, then I give you permission to do what you must.”

“I understand, my lord,” answered Yix with a crisp salute, which Ash reciprocated.

Then the Knight moved out into the area in the middle.

Ash wasn’t too sure how strong Si’Sha was, but he didn’t think it would be an issue. Anyone who wasn’t aware of how Knights fought and wasn’t ready for it, likely would have a hard enough time seeing them.

Let alone fighting them.

Si’Sha was pale.

Every inch of her skin looked pale, and she seemed to be unable to contain a tremor. One that took hold of her every few seconds and left her shivering as if she were a leaf in the wind.

Her once strong, gruff aura was gone.

Those who stood around her clearly had no idea what to do or say at this moment.

They had all become the property of Ren, likely in one way or another.

“Oh, and Si’Sha, do transfer their bonds to me,” Ren remarked, one long fingered hand coming up to her face. She pressed her index finger to her lower lip. “I wouldn’t want you to forget just in case you get harmed.”

With a shudder, Si’Sha slowly walked out to the square where the Knight was already standing in. Then she threw out a small gold object toward Ren.

She snatched it out of the air and then held her hand up in front of herself. Her hand flexed as she exerted her strength onto the object.

Ash heard a crackling noise just before Ren then shook out her hand. Gold bits of whatever the object had been clattered and tinkled to the ground in a shattered mess by her boot.

Si’Sha looked to Yix and gnawed at her lip. She held two short-swords and was most likely quite competent in using them.

“I’d give you anything I could for you to join me. I have a great deal of wealth,” Si’Sha stated without shame. “Just help me escape, I could give you more than you could ever hope to gain. Be more than who you are today!”

Yix laughed at that, then slowly held up a saber in front of himself in a strange salute-like gesture.

“Who I am today is a Knight of Sheng, made by Ashley Sheng,” stated Yix without even a hint of humor in his cold tone. “What I am, is entirely by his grace. I survived when many others did not, I have already been chosen twice.

“You have nothing I want, nor anything I could not receive from my lord if I but asked. He is generous with his family, and that is what I am to him.”

A sharp ringing noise sounded out as he slashed his sword to the side and then let it hang next to his hip.

“Come, I must knock you out and then present you to Sister Ren and my lord,” Yix stated. “I will enjoy our fight, though, and use it to grant me experience for the future.”

Then Yix darted forward, his saber coming out in a straightforward thrust.

It was so quick that Ash almost couldn’t even follow it, despite working with the Knights as much as he had. For someone who hadn’t, it was more than likely he would just appear in place.

Yix indeed arrived before Si’Sha who hadn’t even moved. Her swords hadn’t even twitched at his approach.

“Oh,” Yix murmured, the tip of his saber stuck into Si’Sha’s shoulder. It was deep enough that it more than likely caused significant damage. The sword in her right hand lifelessly fell out of her fingers. “I see. I vastly over-estimated the situation.”

Si’Sha was blankly staring at the saber stuck in her.

Yix yanked it out, then promptly stuck it into her other shoulder. The blurring motion of it was swift and decisive.

Once again, Si’Sha dropped her weapon after it happened. Standing there and looking from shoulder to shoulder.

Sighing, Yix grabbed Si’Sha by the top of her head and drug her over to Ren and Ash.

“My apologies, I… did too much perhaps and she will need aid. The second stab was much shallower than the first.

“She is now, however, subdued,” apologized Yix. Then he pushed Si’Sha down to her knees in front of Ren. “Sister Ren, here is your tormentor. I do hope this will bring you joy.”

Ren smiled, gazing down at the wounded Si’Sha.

“It does, Brother Yix. Thank you,” Ren murmured, then reached out and laid a hand to Si’Sha’s cheek.

Then promptly slapped it with force.

The clap of her palm against the woman’s face was loud.

It was also timed with his Dao rising to its final climax, only to slowly settle back into where it belonged. The beat of everyone in step with it fell away within several seconds.

It was all over and there was no more need for it to be actively engaged.

“Ah… that’s enough for me. Here you are, Ashley. May I present this to you,” Ren said and then gestured to the stunned Si’Sha. “I have no idea what use you may have for her, but I was bound in my oaths to be sure I didn’t kill her personally.”

Ash frowned at that, looking at the woman.



“She generates Qi. Just put her in the Hall. She can be like a solar panel for us. Her cost in food and water will easily be offset by her Qi.”





Delightful!





Just make sure she gets taken care of, so she doesn’t die on us.



Reaching out, Ash touched Si’Sha and cast her into the Hall.

Ren blinked, looked from where Si’Sha had been, to Ash, then back. Then she snorted, grinned, and put her mask back on.

He felt it when she disabled her Dao. The constant pressure that she put out on his desires dropped off immediately.

“Now let’s go find Xing,” she purred.

Before they could leave, however, screams began to sound out.

From multiple locations and directions all at the same time. Male and female, all were yelling as if they were dying, in fear, or just pain.

“What?” Ash asked, looking toward one scream, then the other.



“I don’t know. There’s no change in my scans that I can tell,”

 offered up Locke sounding confused.

Ash grasped the flow of Qi and tried to slide his Dao into it to understand what was going on. To see if they were in trouble and would be dealing with things going against their momentum.

The immediate response was that there were a lot of things that were moving counter to his momentum, but they would appear, flicker, only to vanish.

And to reappear elsewhere and do the same thing.

It reminded him of listening to crickets while standing in the middle of a brush.

They would sound as if they were all around you, and when you focused on one, another would sound. There wasn’t any way for him to truly get an idea of what was going on.

“What’s going on?” asked Ren, leaving Ash feeling worse about the situation.

If Ren had no idea what was going on, that meant it was actually a problem.

“Could it be other Qi-Lords?” asked Mei.

“Not here. Our oaths to the emperor bind us from attacking locations like this. The middle Qi-Lords wouldn’t dare either, as that’d allow us to act upon them,” Ren explained, even as more people started to scream and yell.

“Whatever’s happening, it isn’t related to the Qi-Lords,” she finished. “I just… I don’t know what this is.”

“People are dying,” whispered Hui, holding up her hand beside herself. Black Qi was streaming toward her from every other direction.

Ash glanced to her other hand to see that it was mostly repaired now. She was missing the tips of her fingers, but it was clear they were still regenerating.

There was a sudden flash of Qi not far off that left Ash feeling nearly blinded. A percussion of force that tore through the air itself.

Looking that way, Ash made eye contact with a young man with two others standing where Ash had felt the explosion. They didn’t seem to have noticed the explosion.

Two seconds after he felt it, Ash saw it.

It tore through reality and ruptured out from the point he had felt.

The young man and the others were blown apart by the strength of it. Their bodies being blasted in every direction as large chunks and bits.

“What was that?” Tala demanded, her sword coming out and held in front of herself.

Chunhua had brought up a shield and let it settle over them and some of the surrounding area. It was a lot like a dome, in fact.

Another explosion went off not far from Ash.

Right on top of Na and Siu in fact.

Without even thinking, Ash simply stuffed the two women into the Hall.

The crackle and boom of the Qi tearing into the realm came seconds afterward. Shattering the area where the two women had just been.

Grimacing, Ash realized he had to make a choice.

He simply threw everyone into the Hall but himself, Xiuying, and Chunhua.

“Chunhua, get us back to the ship with a shield! Encase us completely! I’ll guide you!” Ash demanded, then grabbed Xiuying by the hand, put his hand on Chunhua’s back, and pushed.

He was counting on Xiuying’s luck and Chunhua’s talent.

Yanking at the Hall, Ash wanted it to direct him back the way he’d come from. To head toward the airship that’d brought them here so they could escape this location.

His sense of direction really hadn’t done him any favors at the moment, and he didn’t know which way he needed to go.

A green arrow popped up and Ash tried to keep pushing Chunhua in that direction, though the sorceress didn’t seem to need help to know which way to go.

She’d already oriented them in the right direction.

Rushing ahead, the trio were pushing their way through the crowd. Shifting people to either side with the plow-shaped wedge Chunhua had shaped onto her shield.

Making a literal hole through the masses.

Except there were more and more of the Qi-explosions.

More of them by the second, in fact. Appearing all over with their ever-increasing numbers. Appearing to Ash’s Qi sense, falling away, then tearing apart their surroundings.

Then without warning, and suddenly, the entire area was blanketed in a massive cloud of Qi. As if the entirety of the prison were about to explode.

Ash desperately reached out to the Hall to shunt himself, Xiuying, and Chunhua into it.

It didn’t respond.

Nor did the world explode.

Instead, it seemed to jump.

Upward.

Everything was suddenly jerked into the sky.

Shooting ever higher, propelled by a great deal of force. Everyone who had survived the original explosions were now being shot through the air toward the distant prison ceiling.

Xiuying was clinging to Ash’s legs with her head in his stomach.

Ash had in-turn clenched his hands into Chunhua’s uniform and was holding her tightly, refusing to let go.

The sorceress was scrabbling at the air, likely attempting to control the Qi and form it into something that’d help them.

Ash attempted the same, trying to throw them into the Hall repeatedly as they continued skyward. He could feel the hall respond, though it did so sluggishly and was unable to actually carry out his wish.

There was a fluttered and panicked emotional outpouring from it as well. As if Locke was well aware of what was happening and doing her best to pull him into the Hall herself.

He vaguely had the feeling that she was talking as well, but he couldn’t really figure anything out.

It wasn’t because what was going on was loud, it just seemed to be interfering with the Hall and its ability to interact with him.

A glance at his hand on Chunhua’s back confirmed for him that the artifact was still on his finger and wasn’t missing.

Chunhua gave up and managed to spin herself around in midair, using his hold on her as a pivot point. Though it did end up causing him to let go of her.

He needn’t have worried though, as Chunhua immediately grabbed his own hands. Her fingers clenched tight and felt a lot more like steel bands than digits.

Her hat had blown away at some point as had Xiuying’s. Both of them were dealing with having hair that wasn’t short at the moment.

It whipped around them wildly.

Chunhua held tightly to Ash’s wrists, and pulled him against her. Wrapping her arms around him, she inadvertently made Xiuying the unwilling meat part of the sandwich.

“I love you!” shrieked Chunhua as they shot through the sky.

Rolling his eyes even as they continued to raise ever higher, Ash once again lamented how so many people in his life threw out red flags.

“I care for you as a friend, but thank you!” squealed Xiuying. “I’m sorry! I really only like Ashley! I’m not interested in other people!”

Unable to help himself, Ash began laughing even as they zoomed off into the sky at high speeds. All around them, others were being pulled along as well.

Everyone that’d been in the square was in fact now flying through the air.



Ha… I don’t think burping will get me down, either.



Laughing even harder, Ash clung to Chunhua and Xiuying as they were drawn up.





Thirteen





Looking at the rapidly approaching ceiling of the prison, Ash was nervous.

There was a large opening in the ceiling that looked as if it didn’t belong there. A gash in the ceiling that had the appearance of something blowing outward.

As if a bomb had gone off in fact.

Bits of material hung from it, dangling in the air.

How it looked reminded Ash of a disaster movie.

The problem at the moment was that everyone in the air with them were all being drawn up into this hole. There was no mistaking it, in fact.

Those who had been further out at the start had all drifted closer over time. They were only feet away instead of tens of feet away.

Everyone was being forced into the same area that they’d be moving through.

Part of Ash’s concern was that, if everyone was pulled through, they would be crushed if there were too many.

Beyond that, if there was a holding force inside of where they were going, would it prevent them from simply falling back through the hole? Or would it actually move them elsewhere?

Ash had the feeling that this wasn’t an expected situation.

It wasn’t planned.

Whatever was happening felt as if it were entirely an accident, and little different than a house fire after being struck by a lightning bolt.

“Chunhua! Can you do anything with your Qi?” Ash shouted. There was a lot of screaming going on from others now.

“No!” said the sorceress, her face still pressed into Ash’s neck. She hadn’t moved away once she’d gotten ahold of him and was more or less an apron.

A grimace split Ash’s face as he considered what to do.

Realizing there was only one answer for him, he drew on his Qi-Sea.

He rapidly drew out a large portion of it and set it around him in a coil. As if it were a spring made into a sphere shape.

They could see out of it just fine to the world around them, but they at least weren’t going to be smashed into a pile with other people.

The gaps would hopefully allow enough of a shift so that others wouldn’t be crushed against it either.

Slowly, everyone was pulled up to the hole.

Then into it.

There was a modicum of panic amongst the hundreds of people as they were all forced through the hole. It didn’t seem as if anyone had been pushed in too close or too tightly, but there was no mistaking that people were planted against Ash’s sphere.

“Oooh, thank you Ashley,” whined Xiuying against his stomach. She hadn’t given up an inch of her hold on him despite Chunhua now resting against her shoulders and back.

Slowly they inched over the shattered gap and into the area beyond the prison. Somewhere he didn’t think anyone had been in a very long time.

The interior had a series of lights that seemed to be made out of artifacts that lit the area up rather well.

They were now entering what could only be generously labeled as an empty storage area. There was nothing here of note, in any way shape or form.

A number of doors and doorways lined the walls here and there, and a particularly massive archway was set on the furthest wall away from them.

It was closed with a blackened metal door that most certainly didn’t look like it’d be opening any time soon.

Part of the archway had cracked off and laid on the ground, and the metal itself almost had a rusty quality to the edges.



Whatever that was, it failed.





I wonder when it failed though.





Is that what blew open this hole?





Like holding onto a firecracker, it blew out through the weakest point?



Unfortunately for Ash, the chains that led up and away from him when he’d been in the prison proper didn’t lead here.

They led even higher above where they were, and partially to the side. Going right through the ceiling of this new place.

He got the impression their termination point was still a significant way away from him.

Slowly, forcefully, everyone was pulled into the room, then to the far side. Where the blackened metal portal stood.

Not really sure what to expect, Ash reformed his sphere into a square. One that would help them land flat. He also had the bottom of it reach up to gently wind around his ankles into a firmer hold.

Reaching the other side, those closest to the black metal were now shrieking. Screaming to be let loose or set free.

No one wanted to touch it for some reason.

Yet, no sooner had someone physically bumped into it than the pull ended.

Abruptly and without warning.

Everyone dropped to the ground with a thump.

Ash’s cube fell to the ground and hit with a pop.

Xiuying squeaked and slipped down a bit, her arms tightening around Ash’s hips and waist. Her legs shot up to prevent her feet from slamming into the ground, he imagined.

“Ahhh!” she mewled, leaving Ash wishing Siu was here given where Xiuying’s face now was. “Oh. Oh! I can just— ah. Thank you, Ashley.”

Glancing down, he saw Xiuying had put her feet down.

She was now sitting on the bottom of his square and looking up at him with a wide smile that showed off her pretty features.

More or less still in front of him.



Yeah… gonna need Siu.





Locke?





“Yes, I’m here my dear. But… where are you? You just suddenly pushed everyone into the Hall. I couldn’t really hear you that well after that, it was like you were in an area with really bad cell reception.”





Above the prison, actually.





A hole was made at the top. In the ceiling of it, I guess.





We were pulled through that hole and now we’re somewhere else.



Ash retracted his Qi, gave Chunhua a hug followed by a quick kiss, then helped Xiuying to her feet.

“Thank you, thank you,” she murmured, holding tightly onto the hand that he’d offered her. She didn’t release it, in fact.

Her free hand came around to brush at her rear end before she turned and looked to him.

Realizing he wasn’t getting his hand back; Ash began walking over to the hole.

Peering out of it and down to the prison interior below, he realized two things.

First, they were a very high up.

Very, very, high up.

There were clouds that partially blocked his view of the ground and what he could see was limited.

Second, the hole was working to repair itself somehow. Evern as he watched, in fact.

The materials were bending themselves back into place and shifting upward back to the hole. It was moving much faster than he expected.



Yeah, nah.





Not going to let our exit be filled in.





Let’s just… do what we can.



Getting down on one knee, Ash put his free hand to the edge of the gaping rent in the floor.

Working as smoothly as he could, though with speed, he expelled Qi from his palm.

In short order, he had formed a large circular rim around the hole.

Easily fourteen-feet wide and embedded quite firmly, the borders having grown sharp edges that did their best to bite into the incredibly hard material that the prison was made out of.

He also had built a lip to it so that it would extend beyond the opening. Allowing the prison material to hopefully build back into open space and away from the lips of the portal being locked into place.

Faster than he expected, the shattered bits and pieces had reformed themselves.

Winding back and forth until his Qi-fashioned porthole wasn’t going to be going anywhere.

In fact, it creaked ominously as if it were about to shatter.

Ash did his best to reinforce the Qi so that it wouldn’t do that. Wanting it to remain in this shape and hold there.

Still creaking, the Qi portal didn’t break, though Ash felt like it could happen at any second. That the force being exerted as the materials sought to reconnect themselves was incredible.

“You can all back up, or I can start killing you,” growled Chunhua.

“To answer your questions though, he’s attempting to stabilize the hole so that we can escape this location. It was repairing itself even as we watched!” chirped Xiuying. “My husband is the amazing Ashley Sheng, he took Lady Ghast as his wife because he wished to do so, then ordered Si’Sha’s capture!”

There was a general murmur that followed Xiuying’s statement.

A murmur that sounded like several people agreeing to what was said, having seen it, or wondering aloud how great he must be.

Slowly, the creaking faded away and Ash felt the pressure decreasing. As if the material had spread out and blended into itself rather than filling in what it thought was a gap.

Minutes passed before Ash felt like it was done regrowing itself. The pressure on the Qi ring was quite stable now.

Adding more Qi to his structure, Ash reinforced it.

Adding material to the circle all the way around until it had shrunk to a radius of ten feet.

Releasing his desperate hold on the Qi, he slowly stood up.

There was a single high-pitched whine and then everything went still and silent.

“Alright,” Ash mumbled and peered through the hole. “We’ve secured our means of escape. Though I wouldn’t want to fall through all the way back to the ground but… you know… better than being imprisoned up here.”



“Ash, Moira is on her way to you. I couldn’t stop her. Jia is as well.





“I can talk to everyone in the Hall, and they can hear me, but I can’t get them out, nor can I go there. Are you locked out of it as well? I feel like you are, but I can’t grasp your memories or thoughts very well right now.”





They’re on their way?





I mean, Moira can fly so that works. We could get out of here if we wanted, I suppose.





But what do you mean Jia is? How?





And no, I can’t really access the Hall very well at the moment.





“You can’t? Alright… ah… well… I do have one thing I could try. It’ll probably retrieve them here though, rather than up there. But I suppose that’s fine. Better than leaving them in the Hall doing nothing.





“That and we can’t really leave Ren in there. She has an entire domain or two to manage.”





That’s fine, I can’t pull them out, so it doesn’t really do much of anything to keep them in the Hall.





Though I can’t imagine they’ll all placidly wait down there. I’m sure they’ll all try to figure ways to get up here to me.





“Most assuredly. I imagine they’ll get Ren to go get the airships and then come up to you. You might want to make a docking platform for the airships at some point. It’d save you trouble in the future.





“If this even works though. I’m not sure what I want to do will succeed.”



Ash turned and looked to Chunhua and Xiuying.

“Jia and Moira will be joining us apparently,” Ash relayed. “I can’t get anyone out of the Hall, nor can I put us in it.”

“Good. I’m also now in control of my Qi again,” advised Chunhua, a faint smile curling her lips. “I was rather terrified at the idea of losing all that I’d gained.

“I was promised immense power and I’ve been given it. The idea of losing it now… the very idea shattered my worldview to a degree.”

Holding up her hands, she casually threw balls of Qi back and forth between her hands. Appearing, disappearing, and reappearing elsewhere.

Letting a ball of fire roll across her fingers, only to close her hand around it. Opening it again and having it converted into a ball of water.

Flicking it out the hole Ash had made, Chunhua looked back to him with a smile.

“Thank you for abducting me, Ashley. I never thought my life would’ve turned out like this the day you took me away,” she said in a low and husky tone. “When I came to your home that day, I thought you would use me up and get rid of me in a week.”

“Hardly. You’re one of my greatest successes. You and Rou,” Ash countered, looking around at everyone else.

They were now all trying doors, wandering around, leaving, or tending to wounds. There was no cohesion amongst these people, and they didn’t see anyone here as an ally as far as he could tell.



At least they didn’t see anyone else as an enemy yet either.



“I know it. Still… I thought for sure that was my fate,” Chunhua continued, then laughed. “Na had scared me so deeply at the door. I understood her quite well a few days later, but still, I did get back at her for it.”

“Ahh, I remember that. I was hiding around the corner when she told you to do whatever Ash tells you to do!” admitted Xiuying with a bright laugh. “Mmm, good memories.

“Anyway, what should we do? While you think about what we should do, can you access the Hall at all for items and things or is it completely shut down? I can’t access my storage item here, though I was able to use it in the normal prison area unlike so many others.”

Ash blinked at that.

It wasn’t that much of a surprise to find out that Xiuying had been lurking around this entire time.

Nor was it a surprise that she had a storage device that had been working in the prison as well as that she’d been able to bring it over with her.

“No, I couldn’t access the Hall,” Ash muttered.

Then without really thinking about it, he tried to access the Hall again.

He went to withdraw a skin of water.

It promptly appeared in his hand without an issue, surprising Ash to the point that he was just staring at it.

Blinking several times, his brain didn’t really process the situation so well.

Focusing on those in the Hall that he’d put there, he worked to bring them out, just as he had done for his water. To drag them out right here.

There was no response from the Hall.



Oh. I can withdraw items but not people, I guess.





“Ah… I already pulled them out. I-that-err… I think, I think the inability to access the Hall was temporary? Given that you can pull out stuff now.





“I guess I jumped the gun and pulled everyone out a bit too soon.”





I wouldn’t have called that jumping the gun. We thought they were stuck.





You did what you had to.





It’s fine… should I assume they’re already dragging Ren away?





“Yes. Yes, they are. I’m going to remain here with Na, Rou, and Mei. I need them if I’m going to keep expanding our territory since Jia and Moira left.





“I convinced them by telling them that if they’re away again, you’ll miss them, and lock yourself in a room with them later when you meet up with them again.





“Just like you did last time with them. I figured you’d do that anyway without me telling them.”





Good plan.





Remind me to lock you into a room later and not let you leave for hours.





Love you.





“Love… love you too. Please. Lock me away for hours. Don’t let me go.”



“I can access the Hall, apparently. My inability was temporary, I suppose. Everyone is on their way here from inside the prison, likely by Ren’s airships, I imagine.

“Locke was able to pull them out into our territory, so they’re fine.

“She’s obviously too far to put them back in the Hall. I’m still surprised she managed it in the first place,” Ash explained. “As for what we’re going to do here, we should explore. It’ll take them some time to get back here, after all.”



“I leveraged the part of the Hall that’s me and ejected everyone from the Hall to my body. It… hurt a lot. More than I want to admit.





“It also did some damage to me in the Hall, but I’ll recover.





“I wouldn’t want to do it again if I didn’t have to. Ever, if I’m being honest.”





Got it.



“I want to explore that portal first,” Chunhua said, then slowly looked up. “But I feel like… that’s the wrong answer.

“If this is an interior part of the prison, doesn’t that mean that there might be controls somewhere? Or… an armory?”

“Good point,” Ash agreed, then turned to Xiuying.

He was once more reminded of her previous statement in regard to herself.

That he shouldn’t treat her as a fortune teller.

“Xiuying, my beautiful bride, I’m relying on you to get us to where we need to be,” Ash murmured, and squeezed her hand. She had still held onto his hand the whole time. “Please lead us to where you should be.

“Now, I’m not asking you to be a fortune teller or anything like that, I just would rather trust in you to guide us. You seem to have a great sense of where you should and shouldn’t be.

“If you don’t want to even then, I understand. But I’d really appreciate it.”



Lean on that luck.





Lean on my lucky charm until she squeaks, then lean on her even harder until she moans.





Or at least, until she says to stop.





“Oh dear, would you look at that? I seem to have become a Fortune’s Chosen. You should clearly lean on me roughly, forcefully, and repeatedly, as I moan for more.





“Right? Right. Clearly my idea is the best ever.”





It really is.





Shame you’re not here.





My lucky Locke.



“Sure! I can do that! Like you said, I have a good feeling for where I should be!” cheered Xiuying, who then began jogging off. Pulling Ash along behind her.

Chunhua came along behind as they entered a door nearby.

It led into a long hallway in three different directions.

“Okay! Here we go!” Xiuying chirped with a laugh. “Mazes are the most fun, I love mazes. I always find really fun things!”

Then Xiuying raced them into the darkness, not even seeming to realize that there was no light in the halls. Laughing all the while and sounding incredibly excited.



Never let her go.





She’s my Fortune’s Chosen.





Ever.



Ash tightened his grasp of Xiuying’s hand.

Who only clenched his hand even tighter in return.

Only to glance back at him, wide-eyed, grinning ear to ear, with a glitter in those pupils a second before they vanished into the dark.

The feeling seemed to be mutual between them.





Fourteen





Rushing along yet another corridor, Ash was incredibly lost.

Beyond lost, honestly.

Xiuying seemed to be completely unconcerned with it and was still excitedly moving along. Shooting down corridors as soon as they appeared and not hesitating at all.

The sound of three pairs of boots pounding away through the darkened halls was all Ash could hear most of the time. Echoing around them and making him feel rather disoriented.

Trying to scan the area and his surroundings for Qi didn’t really work out either.

All he could feel was Xiuying, Chunhua, and himself and always behind them.

A sudden turn and a short series of steps down, they were stamping through a foot of water. Half a minute after that and they were now going up a long series of stairs.

When they reached the top, yet still in the dark, Ash found they made a slight turn and exited into a large open room.

One that had actual sunlight flooding into it through open windows and a hole in the wall.

Not the false sunlight that the prison put out that felt strange on the skin, but actual sunlight. Sunlight that warmed Ash the moment he felt it.

Xiuying, Chunhua, and Ash stopped and stood there together.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t entirely the sunlight that’d caught them off guard.

Laid out on one side of the room, curled up into itself, was a magical beast.

It was currently dozing in that very same sunlight, ensconced within the massive hole in the side of the room that looked as if it’d been caused by the very same monster.

Made of black feathered wings, a snake’s head, the body of a lion, and a tail that was that of a scorpion’s, Ash had no idea what it was.

Additionally, it was massive.

Twenty feet in length from nose to the base of its tail alone.

Chunhua was holding her breath and Xiuying was trembling from head to toe.

Her breath came in tiny gasps and exhales that sounded like a mouse pattering across the ground.

“Sunlight!” shouted someone outside. Just beyond the beast and somewhere outside the windows of the room. “It’s actual sunlight!”

The beast twitched, then its head snapped up and it peered out the window. It’d done it so quickly and without hesitation, that it didn’t even seem to notice Ash and company standing there.

Not waiting, the big monster left the room, hopping out the window and to the ground below.

“Beast!” called a different voice. “Beast!”

There was a scream, followed by a number of explosions, and then the sound of what was most certainly fighting. As if there were a number of people just beyond the windows.

“That was terrifying. Let’s get out of here,” Xiuying whimpered and then started moving again.

Leading Ash out of the beast’s room, she took him into a room that was next door to it. The door was closed and didn’t look as if it had any type of door handle.

Xiuying ran straight toward it without even trying to go elsewhere.

Surprisingly, she bumped off a shattered piece of furniture that looked like it had once been a chair. Her legs got tangled up in it somehow and she went down in a heap.

Unfortunately, she didn’t let go of Ash’s hand.

Pulling him along with her.

Several things happened at the same time, and it all went wrong in a single moment.

Ash’s right hand slammed into the wall next to the doorway, Xiuying hit the door at full force, and Chunhua was hit by the chair as it was flung out.

The door blew open and Xiuying went right through it, banging into the ground onto her back with a thump.

Thankfully, by this point, she’d let go of Ash’s hand to brace her fall, so he wasn’t jerked to the ground as well.

Instead, he side-stepped and bounced into the doorjamb, which was a lot less pleasant than falling atop Xiuying.

Chunhua rammed into Ash’s side, fell past him, and hit the ground next to Xiuying. The latter put her hands up to protect herself and inadvertently ending up with Chunhua’s head pillowed on her shoulder.

Taking a step, Ash sighed and put a hand to his head.

Except his step ended up getting between three ankles and he went down and forward, landing atop Chunhua and Xiuying both.

His body pinning the two women beneath himself.

“Ah?” Xiuying said in a confused tone.

“This is… ridiculous,” muttered Chunhua, staring up at Ash, Xiuying’s left arm wrapped around her shoulders.

There was a clack and a thump behind them as the door suddenly slammed shut. Moving back into place.

“Any chance your Fortune could lay off throwing us into romantic accidents?” Ash asked, with annoyance. “Already your husband, you know.”

“We haven’t formally solidified our relationship. I think it doesn’t count until then,” tried Xiuying. “Or maybe not? I’m not sure. I don’t really understand how it operates. I just… try to live with it.”



Solidified our… oh, we haven’t had sex.





Yeah, that’s fair.



Ash grunted, then pushed himself up and off the two women.

He held out a hand to each woman while letting his eyes move to the room.

He looked around and found that they were in a room that seemed almost as if it hadn’t suffered the same fate he had seen everywhere else.

There were several bookcases, a desk, a chair, a number of papers strewn about, writing implements, a rug that was beautiful, and a door that led elsewhere.

Along the walls were a few portraits, things that appeared to be certificates, and even what Ash felt like were awards.

Similar to what he used to get when he had performed above and beyond in tournaments.

Chunhua and Xiuying both took his hand and stood up.

“Where are we?” asked Chunhua, letting go of Ash’s hand and moving closer to the desk. “This feels like a sect-master’s office of some sort.

“Was… this… the warden’s office for the prison? Is that it?”’

Xiuying on the other hand slipped in close to Ash and dropped her forehead to his shoulder. She stood there for several seconds, then hugged him, before finally moving away.

“I don’t think so,” Ash murmured. “There was a lot of dust, debris, and bones, in the other room. With the beast. It didn’t look new or fresh.

“So… if this is the warden’s office, it’s been abandoned a long time.”

“The language isn’t the same,” remarked Xiuying, tapping at a framed piece of paper on the wall. “This is different. This feels similar but not.”



“Go look at a paper. Please. I… think maybe we finally might have some answers.”



Ash nodded his head and walked over to where Xiuying was reading.

Or trying to.

Looking at it, Ash couldn’t quite make heads or tails of the language. It did feel familiar looking at it, but it also didn’t at all.

“Greek to me,” Ash muttered.

“Greek?” Chunhua asked.

“Never mind,” he answered and glanced over to Chunhua. She was currently going through the drawers of the desk. “Non-veil thing. Was the name of a country.”

“Ahh, I think seeing your world would be very interesting,” Chunhua mused. She walked past Ash and lightly dragged a hand across his shoulders as she did.

More and more he’d noticed that everyone would casually touch him whenever possible.

Not that he minded.

Moving to the bookcase, Chunhua started to lightly finger through the books.

Xiuying had turned and was now curiously going through all the things Chunhua had pulled out of the drawers.



“Okay… I think I understand it now. I’ve got it. I didn’t honestly think we’d get an answer like this, but we did.”





Care to share, my beautiful wife?





Did I mention that you looked amazing in that pretty sundress you wore the other day for me?





“Why thank you! You’re such a sweetie. As to what I found out… this is the upper realm. This prison. This is where the Hall is from.





“We had a number of languages that didn’t make sense. No one spoke it, it wasn’t written anywhere, and it honestly just felt like… uh… ancient Greek, actually. Or Latin, I guess.





“But not really.





“Anyway!





“A dead language that nobody speaks, and you hear about, but there isn’t anyone really speaking it. Something that only has a living memory that it exists at most.





“Those kinds of languages. These languages though, are right here in front of us. I made transference papers for these languages forever ago but there was no point in learning them. Now there is.”





Ah, that makes sense.





Though why do you think this is where the Hall is from?





“Because it responds as an artifact should, yet other things made from the other realm, the other veil, don’t. As if they were of a lesser power.





“That and… well… the bottom of the sheet of paper in front of you says that the commandant position for this location was granted to whoever had this office on behalf of the Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale.





“I mean… kinda answers the question without a doubt, doesn’t it? This is where the Hall is from, and this is the higher realm. This prison is just a piece of it.”





Does that mean we’ll have a lot of high-level cultivators to deal with if we escape the prison? Did they put this here?





Is the Emperor just a Realm Lord in a way?





“Many questions, no answers. Other than that, your wife would very much like you to cuddle her later in thanks for giving this all to you in an easy to digest way. I had to really think on this for months you know.”





I’ll give you anything you want, sweetheart. I love you.



“Xiuying, come here?” Ash asked and yanked out the transference papers Locke had mentioned. He had only to put his thoughts toward it to know exactly where they were and which ones.

Then he grabbed a number of other papers out of the stack that had other languages. He had a gut feeling that it would be good to rely on her luck.

“Mmm? Yes?” asked the bubbly cultivator and came over to him. A pretty smile covering her face as she came to stand next to him.

“Oops,” deadpanned Ash and flung the papers in the air in a lazy way and without intent.

Several of them moved in a strange way and flapped right into Xiuying’s head. The others scattered about and seemingly fell away from them to land on the ground.

Ash had already reached out and took her by the shoulders before even the first transference paper had touched her.

Groaning, Xiuying tipped forward and leaned into him.

“Meanie,” she groaned.

“Sorry, Xiuying. You’re my Fortune’s Chosen, so I’m going to leverage you to the best of my abilities. It’s why you’re here and my Bride. You’re here by choice and want to be the Fated One’s Fortune’s Chosen.”

Xiuying grunted at that, her fingers curling into his clothes.

Then she let out a slow breath that sounded like a groan.

“Yes. I’m here by choice. I’m your Fortune’s Chosen. Keep doing what you’re doing,” she got out in a whisper. “I do my best when I have no idea what’s going on so… you’re doing things right.”

Ash nodded at that and just held onto Xiuying.

“I’m not sorry, Xiu. I’m going to keep you close. At all times,” admitted Ash.

“It’s fine. Just don’t blame me when things go wrong. The few friends I had did.”

“Never.”

“I’m jealous and annoyed,” Chunhua muttered from where she stood. She had a book in her hands.

“I love you, Chunhua. Never fear, my beloved sorceress. You’re one of the only few I’ll have with me at the peak, I think. You, Hui, Rou, Xiuying, and Locke,” offered Ash. “Don’t fear the others, you have your own special traits. Like your eyes. I love your eyes.

“Is that a family thing, by the way? Is that just you?”

Chunhua’s face had become a deep, dark red.

Her mouth twitched once before she gave him a grand smile. Her shoulders unhunched and her body posture becoming relaxed.

“Thank you for ever soothing my pride. I didn’t think I had so much until you made me what I am,” confessed Chunhua. “My eyes are my own. They were originally a very nice light brown. When I first touched Qi, they became like this.”

“I like them. They’re pretty to me. And a warning to everyone else. Beware the Sheng’s white-eyed sorceress,” Ash continued, still holding to Xiuying. “When we go back to our home realm, you should probably reach out to your sister and make sure she’s alright.”

“I already did,” Chunhua admitted with a chuckle. She came over with the book in her hand. She then picked up several sheets of paper that she’d pulled out of the drawers and laid them on the desktop. “I sent her some money and told her to live knowing she’s a sister-in-law to the Sheng Alliance, and to uphold our virtues.

“She never got it because she’d already set out to find me after hearing all the problems that were ongoing with the Jade Fist. Showed up to make sure I was fine though I was long gone.

“I’m pleased to find out my sister was far more… my sister than I ever knew. She just didn’t know how to show it. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately.”

Xiuying grunted, stood up, and stepped away from Ash. Looking at the paper on the wall, she shook her head.

Meanwhile, Ash recalled all the papers that Xiuying hadn’t drawn in with her luck and put them back.

He noted which ones were missing, as in, the ones Xiuying had taken for herself through her luck.

“Commemoration of becoming the commandant of this facility,” she grunted out and pointed at it, then began walking away toward the next. “Congratulations for their promotion.”

Chunhua walked over to Ash while looking at Xiuying, then looked back to Ash.

“I’m going to do my best to share my emotions and feelings. I want to-to tell you more of everything,” murmured Chunhua. “I know Rou already shares more with you and is being more herself, so I shall too.”



“Everyone is likely thinking the same. You’re always far more invested when people share their emotions with you.”



“— congratulations on surviving his tribulation and reaching the Dreadful Immortal phase,” Xiuying continued. “And it’s all on the behalf of the Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale. That’s the name of the Hall, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Ash confirmed, letting her and Chunhua come to the same conclusion he and Locke had. “It seems this realm is where the Hall is from. Does… does that mean that outside the prison is a realm even greater than where we came from?

“Is that why the emperor uses it as a prison and-and keeps everyone separate? To keep himself in power?”

Chunhua twitched, then looked away from Ash to Xiuying. Her eyes quickly returned to Ash.

He knew what she wanted and pulled out the papers he needed for her.

A matched set to what Xiuying had taken.

There were multiple copies of the languages Locke had prepared in advance, of course, so it wasn’t an issue.

He held them out to her.

Then he pulled out another set for himself and laid himself down on the nice rug.

For whatever reason, he always seemed to react poorly to any transference papers.

Taking the small stack of languages, he held it over his face and then dropped it. There was a rush inside of his mind as the papers, each powered through the beast core that’d been shoved into it, transferred the knowledge directly into his mind.

In what felt like only a few minutes he found that he’d assimilated the knowledge and was once more aware of his surroundings.

“Oh, he’s awake,” Xiuying chirped with a nervous laugh.

As he opened his eyes, he found her leaning over him.

“You fell asleep for about an hour,” she murmured and gently began to touch at his face. Her fingertips gliding along his jaw and brow. “We assumed it was the papers. Chunhua only was down for about a minute but… you took so much longer.

“Are you okay? Is everything alright?”



“You’re fine. It just affects you more deeply, as it changes the Hall as well. Your awareness and knowledge directly impact the Hall.”





That’s odd.





But alright.





Thanks, wifey.





Team Loshley is the best. It clearly needs a third teammate.





Did you want me to put a boy or a girl in you?





“Both. As many as you can of both. No! No. Uh… err… gotta go. Killing people.”



“It’s the Hall. Takes a toll on me,” Ash grumbled and blinked several times. “I miss anything?”

“No,” Chunhua reported, turning a page in the book she was reading. “This is a journal of the commandant. It’s an interesting read. I assume Locke will want to take it in at some point. Likely all these books, in fact.”

“We can’t get out,” Xiuying said after Chunhua finished. “The doors won’t open at all no matter what we do.”

“Then how’d we get in? I mean, we kinda fell through the door. Do I need to try and make out with you at the door, and you’ll somehow get it to open?” Ash asked.

Xiuying immediately blushed from the roots of her hair to the bottom of her neck at that. She woodenly nodded her head to that.

“I thought the same thing and already suggested it,” Chunhua remarked. “Though I told her she should realize that she can’t finalize her relationship with you in here and she’ll need to find a bed. It’s in her best interest to get the door open sooner rather than later.”

Xiuying made a squeaking noise that reminded Ash of a door, still smiling at him, and still quite bright red.

Snorting at that, Ash grabbed Xiuying by the head, pulled her down, and kissed her. Holding her there, he continued to kiss her.

For a while.





Fifteen





Xiuying was like a butterfly in a cage. Moving around the room quickly and just about bouncing off the walls.

Zipping from one side to the other and back again.

Trying to find a way out and not really responding to anything.

Ash’s lingering kiss had lit her thoughts on fire, and she was little more than an incense stick burning its way down to the bottom.

Ash was now sitting down on the desk looking at the diary Chunhua was reading.

Letting Xiuying flutter about without any input from himself.

“Up to this entry, it’s been rather bland,” Chunhua murmured. “This was a bunker. An emergency safety station.

“Where the ‘One Emperor’, his family, and the royal family, would all come here to be safe from… things. They never say what or give an example of a possibility.

“This whole area was built to hold them safely and provide for them. But if that’s true, and what they were aiming for, how in the hells did it become a prison?”

“Maybe the later chapters will give us that,” Ash suggested. “Keep reading, my gorgeous sorceress. I’m going to go see if I can’t corral our little butterfly.”

Chunhua snickered at that and then looked at the door off to her left. Then to Ash’s hand on the desk.

Or more importantly, his ring, he thought.

The Hall.



Hmm?





Oh.





Oh!



“Think my ring might open a door?” he asked, lifting his hand and looking at the ring. Her gaze had directed his own thoughts.

“Yes. I do, actually. I think that’s what happened last time. You hit the door frame and bounced in,” Chunhua suggested. “I saw your ring and thought of it. It’s from the ‘One Emperor’, right? So… it should be able to open doors.”

Ash shrugged, then pushed away from the desk.

Xiuying was at the door they’d come through and was tapping at the frame as well as the edge of the door.

Digging at it with a fingernail and then pushing on it.

Smiling, Ash walked over to the other door that was in the room. He looked in the frame but didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. Other than that the material it was made from was the same thing as the rest of the prison.



Then again, how’d that monster break the wall then? Wasn’t that the same?





Hm.





I should investigate that.



Ash lifted his ringed hand and tapped it to the frame negligently.

It popped open with a click and swung outward.

Ash looked up to the point where the door intersected with the frame.

The hinge was somehow inside of the door and couldn’t be accessed unless the door was open. He had no idea how it worked, and he didn’t want to investigate it either.

Pushing the door open, he found himself looking down a hall. Light was streaming in from above through skylights.

Chunhua stepped up to the door and wedged a part of a drawer into the lip of it. Trapping it against the wall so it couldn’t close again.

“Oh, thank goodness!” Xiuying said and slipped past both of them and into the hall. “I’ll explore this! I’ll be right back!”

“I didn’t think she’d have such a maiden’s heart,” whispered Chunhua as they watched Xiuying jog along the hallway. “All I did was suggest making love with you.”

“Oh? And what if you were more of who you are today, rather than the cultivator of yesterday, when you gave me your first time?” Ash inquired.

Chunhua blinked, her features taking on a weird cast as she considered that.

She blew out a breath, sighed, then nodded her head.

“I’d have been very nervous and wondering if you loved me,” she mumbled. Then she pointed a finger at him with a grin. “You’ve made me weaker and stronger at the same time. You must take responsibility.”

“I already have. Haven’t I? You’re all mine, Chunhua Sheng. I’ll never let another touch you and I’ll do my best to make you happy,” Ash promised. “Now go read the journal. I’ll open the other door and see what’s going on.”

A laugh and a smile were the prizes from Chunhua that Ash got for his words before she went back to the desk.

“I’m looking forward to raising a family with you,” murmured the sorceress as she picked up the diary. “You’ll be an amazing father, I think. I will struggle to be as good a parent as you. I’ll need to trouble Locke to see if she has any parenting books I could borrow.”

With a snort, Ash went past the desk and picked up another drawer. He planned to wedge it open if it was clear to do so, just as Chunhua had done.

Moving to the door, he let his thoughts wander briefly.

Having kids wasn’t something he wanted to even consider any time soon.

So long as Rou handled it from her side of it, he wouldn’t be taking lightning vine. The moment she wasn’t, he would be making sure of it himself.

Children just weren’t part and parcel to his life right now or in the immediate future. He regretted the idea of putting them off indefinitely, but it wasn’t something he could put effort into right now.



And parenting done right requires a lot of effort.



Taping his ring to the doorframe, Ash wasn’t surprised to see it open in the same way the other door had.

Looking into the room, Ash saw the beast was not present.

Whether dead, alive, or just missing, he wasn’t sure.

“Hello?” Ash called, wondering if there was anyone nearby. He couldn’t sense anyone with his senses or his Battle-Cultivation, but that didn’t mean anything.

In this place, nothing seemed to function in the way he expected it to.

“I wonder if it’s because of the prison aspect or whatever else is going on here,” he muttered and then wedged the door open.

Stepping out into the room, Ash saw there were a lot of bones in here. More than he’d realized when he came through the first time.

Bones from what were certainly human bodies, as well as from many other creatures.

Ash went deeper into the room, taking slow and steady steps. Doing his best to be ready to scamper away if the monster returned.

Carefully, Ash made his way to the window and peered out of it.

The ground was easily seventy to eighty feet below him. An open square that looked to be some type of gathering area.

Spread throughout it were the corpses of Cultivators.

As well as the beast that had been in the room here.

Many of its limbs had been torn or cut off, its chest was ripped open, and its head was missing. As if a pack of hyenas or buzzards had fallen upon it and ripped it apart.

Even now, there were a pair of people actively pulling the guts out of it with eager hands. Chattering to one another as they did so.

Except none of this mattered.

What mattered was the sun that was beaming down on Ash, the fresh wind that blew over his face and washed him with air that felt wild as well as clean, and a taste on the air that felt like a storm.

Beyond all that though, was the fact that Ash could see the world laid out before him.

Right now, he was at what was likely the peak of the prison, or emergency shelter.

He could see the world below him.

Rivers, forests, hills, a mountain, and cities.

There were what looked like to be towns and villages, but given the distance, he wasn’t positive. It was simply too far away.

Not waiting, Ash leaned out the window and looked up.

He could see that he was indeed at the peak. There was a flat-topped roof that looked to be right above him.

While he looked out the window, he saw that the material here had been carved out.

It wasn’t as if had blown inward or outward, but was systematically cut through.

Someone with an immense amount of strength had caused this.

Either with a single strike or done over time, Ash had no idea.

Whoever it was, they had wanted in, and nothing would stop them.

Because when he glanced into the room he was in, he could see that the remains of the wall were spread throughout the room.

Hesitating no longer, Ash leaned back out, then jumped with Spring-Step.

He grabbed the side of the roof and pulled himself up and over the lip of it. His fingers digging small cracks that let him get the hold he needed.

Clambering onto the roof and standing up to his feet, Ash was shocked again.

The view of the world he’d been given looking out the window had been amazing. Now, looking backward, he was equally amazed and shocked.

In front of him was the top of the prison.

It extended a considerable way in every direction other than behind him. The area that was taken up by the prison was vast.

Far more than Ash had ever truly understood.

“Ashley?” called what sounded like Jia.

“Up here,” he shouted back, then turned and looked back to the better view.

Of freedom and the realm to explore.

Jia simply appeared in the next moment. A column of water moved her and Moira up into view as if it were nothing at all.

“Well, if it isn’t the two women I started this journey with,” Ash said with a grin, then promptly hugged both women tightly. “We’re no longer cell-mates, by the way. It seems we’ve found our way out.”

Not waiting for them to respond, he instead spun them around to look out the same way he had only moments ago.

“An entire realm is laid before us that no one seems to know exists,” he murmured.

“Chunhua gave us a very brief over-view,” Moira admitted, one wing quickly stretching out and then encompassing Ash, pulling him closer to her side.

Surprisingly, Jia had been included, drawing her up against Ash’s other side.

“An emergency shelter turned prison,” Jia mused, her head swiveling as she took in the view. “There is clearly much more to the story.”

“Indeed. Now… how’d you two get up here?” he asked, putting an arm around each of their hips.

“Moira flew us up. I used my abilities to provide us with a rest halfway up. It was a considerable distance,” explained Jia. “Xiuying opened a door in the ceiling at the same moment we entered.”

“Ah yes. My Fortune’s Chosen is truly… fortunate,” confided Ash.

There was a soft thump, followed by a hand slapping to the top of the prison. Followed by a second.

Ash raised his eyebrows, then moved forward and grabbed the wrists of whoever it was. Pulling carefully, he drew them up over the lip of the roof.

“Ah! Thank you!” giggled Xiuying as Ash pulled her right up to her feet. Only to drop her arms around his shoulders after he finished. “I found Jia and Moira and brought them here! It’s good to have more of my family.”

Ash got the impression Xiuying was waving at the two women right now despite clinging to him. For whatever reason, the Fortune’s Chosen was as bubbly as they came.

“I also peeked down through the hole. There are many ships coming this way,” she continued. “We should probably go greet them and make sure we only allow in those we wish. Right?”

Ash considered that.

He had no idea truly what to do or think of it.

Letting everyone exit into the realm would likely provide them with countless opportunities and dangers. Those cultivators who lived here could be infinitely stronger.

Or even surprisingly weaker, perhaps.

There was no way of telling.

“I have no idea,” confessed Ash. “Do we hold them back? Let them through?”



“I say let them through. We should take over the prison and kick everyone out. They can have the realm, let’s keep the prison. It’s a fortress!





“If we do it right, and truly make it ours, the whole thing could be the sect.





“And now that we know there is a world outside of it that is active and seems to have Qi flowing through it, we change the formations to draw even more Qi into the sect.”



Locke’s idea sounded incredibly correct to Ash.

Though he did note that the Qi out here didn’t feel as thick as the Qi from within the prison. As if it was already acting as a centering, or an attractor.

“Locke thinks we should kick everyone out of the prison and turn it into a fortress,” Ash relayed.

“Yes!” Jia said with sudden fervor in her eyes. Qi started to wildly fluctuate around her. “That is-that… yes. We’ll do that. That’s the exact plan we’ll follow.”

Ash felt his eyebrows shoot to the top of his head as if propelled by rockets.

Jia had used contractions.



She must’ve been incredible excited for her to do so.



“We’ll… ah… we should leverage it as a fortress. That way I can make sure my family never troubles us again,” she finished, her form of speaking returning to how it always did. “My apologies, I truly detest what my family has been attempting to do. Even now with my pledge given to Ash, I am sure they would try to find a way to break it.

“To get me out of it and hand me over as a bride. Creating a fortress would give me the safety I want.”

“Or you could have a baby,” Xiuying pointed out unhelpfully. “I’m not sure how conservative your family is, but I don’t think they’d like that very much or want anything to do with you if that happened.”

Jia’s eyes snapped to Ash, and he felt an intense outpouring of Qi from her again.

As if she were a tea kettle with water boiling inside.

“Okay, gonna go check on Chunhua and see about that entrance. Jia, Moira, see if you can’t do some scouting for us,” Ash shot back as he set Xiuying to the side and hurried off.

At the moment, he didn’t want to have a conversation about children.

Dropping down from the roof, he ducked into the shattered wall, turned, and went straight-away into the room Chunhua had been.

Not waiting for even a moment.

“So, find anything?” he asked, wondering if it would be good to pull out the door wedge. Just to keep the others from running him down and having more discussions around a baby.



“It’s not just me that’s feeling it, I think. Maybe it’s what we’ve been doing with Rou?





“Hm. Having our systems being forcibly turned off, just to be turned back on, then off again, might be creating some weird… chemical… imbalance. Maybe?





“Mei was talking about having kids the other day as well. I’ll discuss it with Rou. If it’s creating issues, we should just have you taking lightning vine again.”



“— yes,” Chunhua said. Ash had missed the first part of her sentence. “It was a plague. One that turned anyone who contracted the sickness into a stupefied version of themselves with very limited intelligence.”

“Wait, what? Like a zombie? Were they dead? Did they bite people and eat them?”

“No? No. They didn’t attack anyone. Nor did they ever recover. To contract the plague was the end of that person,” Chunhua explained, tapping the book. “The bunker became the last hold out for many. A great many. Far more than they ever expected to house.

“Resources became scarce very quickly. External forces also tried to break in. The commandant did his duty and kept everyone safe as he was ordered to do.”

Chunhua slowly turned the page, reading even as she spoke.

“It wasn’t enough. The One Emperor vanished in the realm and was never seen again. The rest of his family were all stricken by the plague and couldn’t do anything,” murmured Chunhua. “The Hall you wear was the family heirloom of the Emperor. It was the family artifact. It was mentioned very briefly in passing but… I figured it out.

“How it ended up where it did is a mystery but given that the One Emperor vanished… well… he probably tried to escape. Along with his family and heirlooms.

“They clearly didn’t survive the trip, for one reason or another, and it all ended up where it did.

“As to this location, the last entry was that the commandant was going to seal the interior vault and go inside. That he would attempt to open it in a hundred years to see if the sickness had burned its way through the realm.

“That was it, though. There was nothing more after that. It just… ends. I don’t think they ever reopened it, or even tried.

“One must wonder how they planned to open it. Or even how they closed it to begin with. Did something fail… was it always intended that it would never open again… who knows.”

“Hm. That’s… rather morbid,” Ash muttered and looked out the way he’d come. “Jia!? Moira!?”

“Ah… yes, Ashley?” Jia called back.

“Don’t leave! The outside of the prison might have been torn apart by disease!” he warned. “The prison was originally an emergency bunker!”

“Okay!” Moira shouted back. “We’ll explore what we can here, but we’ll keep away from anyone suspicious!”

“Someone cut through into that room by the way,” Ash murmured, pointing back to the room they originally entered from. “No idea what they were trying to do or what they wanted, but they managed to do it. I don’t even want to consider the kind of power you’d have to use to make that happen either.”

Chunhua grunted, then sighed.

She closed the diary and then looked at Ash.

“There are a few things mentioned I want to look for. This place was a bunker, so it doesn’t have an armory or anything like that, unfortunately. It did mention a library, however. As well as a medical station and a prison.”

“Locke thinks we should take over the prison entirely and kick everyone out into the realm,” Ash summarized. To which Locke gave a feeling of affirmation. Even despite knowing there might be a plague. “Plague or not, she wants them gone.”

“Good plan. I like it. Let’s start taking over this facility then,” Chunhua said and stood up. “We can just conduct everyone out of here using the platform or have them sworn to the Sheng Alliance and return to the prison.”

“Platform?” Ash asked.

With a nod of her head, Chunhua led Ash into the other room.

She gestured out to the edge of the square that was below them.

At the edge of it, where it fell away to the world below, there was a large rectangular platform.

“With the right activation key, it can transmit people back and forth. I’m guessing your ring is an… acceptable activation key,” Chunhua said. “We can just guide people out and through and take the prison for ourselves.

“Fortress Sheng, the heart of the Sheng Alliance. This is rather exciting. Let’s go test the ring, set up a guided path out, and then start reinforcing our hold here.

“Because honestly, after reading the diary, they never figured out what caused the sickness. That realm out there… it looks inviting, but I think there are many hidden dangers.”





Sixteen





Ash chuckled as Chunhua continued to march a group of Cultivators across the square to where he stood.

They were very unhappy with the two choices they’d been given.

Move to the realm below, or back into the prison and understand that the Sheng Alliance would be taking ownership of the prison. There were no alternatives.

They’d also been robbed of anything and everything they’d managed to collect from the bunker’s infrastructure. If they came with it, they were allowed to leave with it.

Ash had done the questioning personally since any lie came up as moving counter to his momentum as long as his Dao was using Qi.

It was surprising just how much his Dao was taking over almost everything in his life. In many ways, it was reassuring.



“Okay! We finished up with all the cities within our reach. I’ll need you to put more formations together for me to stick around the prison. Preferably faster ones that’ll move to the top really quick.





“You’re planning on putting some up there anyway, aren’t you?”





Yes. Yes, I am.





I can do that for you, my beloved wife.





But only if you tell me, you love me and miss me.



There was an odd squeak that echoed through the Hall. Followed by a whimper.



“I… love you and miss you, Ashley. A great deal. I hate being away from you. It always terrifies me how weak I feel when I’m like this, but I wouldn’t want to change.





“I’m so happy with who I am now… so happy. Happy with you.





“Now… now show me love, and give me my papers, husband. I opened my heart to you.”



There was a “hmph” like noise and he got the impression Locke was pouting with her arms folded in front of herself.



I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist teasing you.





You’re so cute when you’re flustered.





Sexy and sweet when you’re feeling aggressive and cute and cuddly when I push. You’re the best of both worlds.





And of course, I’ll make the formations for you as soon as I’m free, darling.





I miss you too, by the way.





You being able to read my thoughts keeps me honest since you can readily call me on my bullshit.





Also!





I think the others are getting close.





Given the way the chains feel, it seems like Ren and company are almost here.





I didn’t realize how great the distance was from the top of the prison to where the closest platform is.



There was no immediate response from Locke, though he did get the impression her emotions had been soothed. That she was smiling, blushing, and trying to be somewhere else.



“It’s… a significant distance. Going to go check on the knight aspirants.”



Chunhua reached him and then gestured to the platform.

“Everyone, please get on,” she murmured while holding her hand out to the side toward the platform. The tone had steel in it and didn’t allow for anything else.

“Does anyone have anything on them that they took from the facility?” Ash asked as they all filed onto the platform. “If you took something, best you return it now rather than me taking it from you when I realize you’ve stolen from me.”

There were a few heads shaking as well as people just standing there staring at him. None of them looked to be guilty or holding back.

“They were just… ah…” Chunhua’s voice trailed off. Then she cleared her throat. “They were engaging in dual cultivation methods. I don’t think they had been looking for treasures.”



Dual cultivations? I don’t— oh.





Oh.





Haha.





That’s what Siu wants to do with me, next time, isn’t it?





“Yes… yes, it is. It takes certain martial skills or cultivation techniques to do it but… she has it. So… so do I? And uh… well… okay, look.





“Look. When I did it, I really was just being a jerk and I didn’t think I’d end up becoming what I am. I was just being funny! Or so I thought.





“I really kinda regret it now because I’m just waiting for it to happen.”





What?





What’d you do?





“I kinda… sorta… uh… I gave every Bride in the original like… first… hundred… or two… dual cultivation. But I labeled it as ‘marriage cultivating’ and I didn’t… that… ah… I begged everyone not to bring it up with you.





“I’ve been waiting for it to come up because Siu wants to do it and she’s been talking about it. I’ve been dreading it, really.”





You gave the original brides, like Liu and Lifen, dual cultivation.





“Yeah… yeah, I did. I really regret it and I’m sorry. I just… I… I was trying to be funny. The joke got away from me.





“Everyone kinda ignored it because I asked, but also because it requires a certain way of having… uh… sex. A way that sounds boring and contrived.





“Oh! But not Siu, her cultivation method is different because of her Dao.”



Ash clicked his tongue, then activated the platform. Sending the group of people down to the land below.



It’s fine.





It is actually kinda funny.





Mostly because you’ll have to watch the Qi I generate from that fill the Hall. You get to watch me utilize the technique you provided with someone other than you.





Does the emotional pain feel good at this point?





I can’t even tell if you enjoy it or hate it.





“I really don’t know anymore. Both? Sometimes both.”



Chunhua sighed, clicked her tongue, then tilted her head to one side while looking at him.

“Ashley, I love you. I feel I should say that more often,” the beautiful sorceress said, gently patting a closed fist into the palm of the other. “I love you. Genuinely. Do you know I love you? Truly so?”

Chunhua slammed a beautiful smile on him, and he suddenly felt awkward.

“I know it. I love you, too,” he mumbled, holding her gaze for several seconds before letting it slip down to her shoes. “I still feel… dumb… having so many women in my love life but… I do love you.”

Ash lifted his gaze back to Chunhua’s face.

“That’s fine,” she replied, smiling at him. “I suddenly understand wanting to be alone with you. I think everyone in our… relationship… does, in fact. But it is what it is.

“Now… Xiuying, Jia, and Moira are double checking for anyone else, but I think we got them all. I traced all their Qi back to where they came through the portal and matched it to everyone we sent down.

“That means you and I have some time to ourselves. Care to spend it with me? The Hall awaits does it not?”

“I wish I could do that. Or you, I suppose,” teased Ash with a laugh. “The problem is I think your sisters are arriving.”

“They are?” Chunhua asked somewhat excitedly. “I’m genuinely disappointed I can’t love you in a bed, but I’m glad my sisters are here!

“I’ve set up a path from here to the arrival point of sorts. I was using it to collect people deeper in and then lead them out. Follow me!”

Chunhua hurried off at a light trot, her veiled hat patting gently against her back as she went.

Grinning, Ash followed along.



“They’re truly trying to see each other as family now. Sisters. They’ve included me, of course. I like it.





“Part of it for them is being in a family that cares, you know. Most cultivators come from backgrounds that aren’t pleasant. Having sisters that care is new to them.





“I say all this just to ask you to forgive them if they’re giddy at the prospect.”



Nodding his head, Ash chased Chunhua into the facility.

A layer of red stone had been laid down in it as they crossed through the entry way that led into it. It went straight through the center of the room and to a doorway.



Ah, she did make a path.





Now I’m glad I took the time to repair that big hole that’d been cut into the facility.





I don’t envy whoever ends up having to clean this place though. We should hire a number of citizens to manage it.





“Golems, actually. I may have already spoken to the golem maker you put together and possibly sort of asked them to make a series of a hundred guardian golems that doubled as maids.





“Tee hee? Oopsie? I’m just a silly goose?”





That helps.





Thanks!



Ash felt his eyes slowly move down to Chunhua’s rear end.

He was a healthy young man, and she wouldn’t mind.

There was only one turn made, and they ended up coming out into the large room where they’d arrived. More than once Ash had inspected the archway but hadn’t found anything out about it at all.

“Are they there?” Chunhua asked energetically, looking over her shoulder at him unexpectedly.

Blinking several times, Ash moved his gaze to the portal and the chains.

He couldn’t genuinely tell.

The feelings of distance were more akin to “not far” and “far” rather than anything useful.

On top of that, the walls of this place made his ability to sense Qi and people questionable at best.

By the time he sensed anything, they were just about on top of him.

Getting down on one knee, Ash put his hand to the portal and forced the center to retract. Having it draw into itself until it was once more an empty and open circle.

“Ah! You see?” Tala exclaimed. “There was no sense in worrying at all. Ashley is just that perfect a husband. I know you’re new to our family, Hui Sheng, but all that fussing was unneeded.”

Looking out the circle, Ash could see that a number of airships were all below the opening. A great many of them clearly belonged to Ren, though there were a number that didn’t.

The top of the closest one was filled with all familiar faces.

Grinning, Ash began spreading Qi out from his hand and pushing it past the portal, to the open air below.

He expanded it outward into a platform and docking area for an airship. Locking it into place with the portal, he made sure the pillars were thick.

He made it wide enough for the airship to pull in and have most of its top deck in line with the platform. Making it easy to load or unload in either direction.

All that would be needed was a crane with a winch in the facility to bring things up or down through the portal.

“You were, of course, correct, Sister Tala,” Hui admitted, smirking with one side of her mouth. “But all my fussing as you called it, did make this easier already.

“It’s also my job as his strategist and wife to worry and fuss. It’s what he rewards me for, just as he rewards you for being a beautiful warrior.

“Now, you see? He’s making a port, just as I suspected he would. Now we can unload everything and set up basecamp there.

“We’ll just unload all the ships and send them back down.

“If that’s okay with you, Sister Ren?”

Ren was standing amongst the Sheng wives and wearing a smile. She’d been quietly talking to Siu and now looked forward to Tala, then Ash.

“I will gladly do anything my husband asks of me, though I do think you’re right, Sister Hui,” Ren murmured, then hit Ash with a smile that was beautiful in the extreme. Thankfully, her Dao seemed to be off at the moment. “Husband, can you tell us what’s going on? We rushed back and only hesitated to stock up on supplies.”

“It’s not a prison,” Ash answered, then created a ladder on the port that came up to the portal. “This whole thing, that is. This was originally a safety bunker. For everyone to escape to.

“Something happened after they all escaped into it, those inside were locked inside, and it became a prisoner dumping ground to the Emperor.

“Though apparently there’s another person who was known as the ‘One Emperor’.

“Seems like our original realm, was not the highest realm. This was the highest realm. It was struck by a very big plague which is how everyone ended up in the bunker.

“We’ve kicked everyone out who came with us and have taken control of this facility. It’s at the top of the prison. We’re still figuring it out.”

“Oh me, oh my. What realms shattering news,” Siu breathed and undid her fan with a wrist flick. “It’s ever so interesting to be part of a Fated One’s life.

“I assume that we’ll be bringing up everyone out of our prison and exiling them to the realm beyond? That would make turning our prison into our fort even easier.”

“That would be ideal,” agreed Hui, then gestured to the ladder for Rou to go first.

Everyone always gave deference to their Qi-Healer.

“Why thank you, Sister Hui,” Rou breathed and then began climbing up the ladder. “Also, the medical golem is very handy. They’re able to do everything that was needed by me down there. I think this is where I should be. When everyone came through, I joined them since I wasn’t urgently needed there.”

Ash grabbed Rou by the arms and physically lifted her up and through the portal, standing up as he did so.

Only to end up with the pretty redhead glued to his side and kissing him.

Before someone else could come up, Rou had disentangled herself from him and went to join Chunhua.

“I figured out something new. Look at this!” Rou gushed and held her hands up to Chunhua.

Ash turned his attention back to the portal and then knelt.

He stuck his arm down through it to Tala.

Truthfully, he’d been half tempted to pull her up as he had done with Rou, but Tala had a great deal of pride, and she would likely view being manhandled as annoying.

“You best give my Elegant Self a kiss after you pull me up,” demanded Tala. “Your Bunny-Wife demands a greeting.”

Smirking, Ash pulled her up and through the portal.

Standing up, he gave her a quick kiss and a hug. Squeezing her roughly.

They had all likely been very nervous on their way back. Not knowing what’d happened.

Slowly, Ash worked his way through everyone waiting. Helping everyone up and over the top. He would need to put in some type of upper bar to grab onto.

Like what they had on swimming pools.

Drawing Ren up, who had for some reason decided to come up last, he was unsurprised to be forced into a hug.

Though he was surprised that she didn’t kiss him.

Instead, she just hugged him tightly for several seconds.

Stepping away, she smiled at him, and quickly rejoined Siu.

Brides and Knights had come up to the top of the ship, as well as others he didn’t know.

“It’s okay,” Siu murmured from behind him. Her two hands were placed on the middle of his back.

One felt like it was sending extreme electrical impulses through his body while the other was draining them away even as they arrived.

“You don’t need to help them up. They understand their position,” continued Siu. “The rights of rank primarily focus around access to you. Put in a bar so they can pull themselves over with ease and that’ll be fine.”

Ash felt the warring need to find someone willing and throw them into a bed, while also wanting to just lay down and nap, his desires jumbled together in an odd game of tug-of-war.

Thankfully, it only was affecting him sexually.

Controlling his Qi, he fashioned a handrail quickly and then stood up.

A quick turn and he found it was Ren and Siu who had been playing the gremlin for his libido.

“Do you mind?” Siu asked with a flirty smile.

She was also red-faced, panting quietly, and her body was quivering.

“Ren is helping me catch up quickly to your own power level,” she purred, her eyes trembling as she gazed at him.

“I personally don’t mind,” Ren said, grinning as well. “It’s rather fun to unleash the full extent of my Dao and not have to worry. I’m actually gaining insights into the control of it.”

Ash groaned and then sighed.

All he needed now was Hui demanding to cultivate through him at the same time.

“Ashley, can I cultivate at the same time?” Hui asked, stepping right up between the other two women.



I swear to fuck that’s just uncanny.



“Fine,” he muttered, and held his hands out to Hui. “Now, strategy time. Are Jia, Moira, and Xiuying back?”

“No but—”

Chunhua’s voice failed as a door opened in the ceiling above them. It swung inward and hung there.

Only for Xiuying to stick her head through it.

“Ah ha! I was right! It does lead back to— oh, sisters! Hello!” Xiuying said with a laugh. “Just in time it looks like!”

Xiuyuing swung her legs over the edge into the hole and let go.

Falling thirty feet, she hit the stones with a pop and then stood up.

She wasn’t a strong cultivator, but she was still a cultivator.

Jia and then Moira did the same, exiting from the room above.

“It’s storage,” Moira declared, her wings shifting around on her back as she stood up from the fall. “There’s a larger door that can be opened up there, but we started with that. It was almost hard to spot.”

Then Moira looked up at where they’d come from.

“It is almost impossible to even see the door from here,” Jia remarked, then sniffed, and looked to the others. A smile curled her lips. “It would seem Ash has become a cultivation tool in truth. Serving all three at the same time. Amusing.

“Now… it sounded like you wished to discuss next steps, Ashley? We heard you from above.”

Grimacing, Ash couldn’t deny her words. He did indeed have three cultivators actively putting Qi through him.



Any chance you can help me make a dummy or something that they could all use?





“I’m afraid, my poor husband, that you are the center. There is no other. You are the Dao of momentum and have pulled everyone else into it.”



“I want to clear the entirety of the prison,” Ash stated. “Kick everyone out, send them to the realm beyond. I don’t care what’s out there. They can have it. I want the prison and to make it our fort.

“Ren, you’ll be our Realm Lord here. I have a Realm Lord in the realm we came from at the lowest level, Liu. It seems I’ll need a Sheng Realm Lord wherever I go.”

“I accept,” Ren said with a throaty chuckle. “Our fortress and sect home shall be my realm. As well as whatever else we take here I suppose.

“Have we met anyone from the realm outside yet?”

“No… I’ve just been kicking people out,” Ash admitted. “I plan on leading an expedition party into those lands. As soon as this facility is settled and no longer in need of hands, that is.

“Until then, we’re cleaning, exploring, guiding people out, and generally settling in.”

“A good idea,” Jia agreed. “I can begin cleaning easily with my Qi.

“Sister Chunhua, would you help me? Between the two of us we could scrub the whole facility in no time.

“Sister Tala, could you come with us as well to help dry everything? Your usage of fire and heat will help us with any type of mold.”

“That isn’t a problem,” Tala agreed with a laugh. “This good Bunny-Wife will make sure her husband’s home is clean and clear! It sounds like a delightful thing to handle, if only to cement my title more firmly.

“My Elegant Self is eager to prove that I’m more than just a bodyguard and warrior.”

Ash had a sudden and weird thought at the conversation as his mind chewed at other things.

“I wonder if the Bridal Manse will work outside of the facility,” he blurted out.



“Call Liu immediately. We should test the Bridal Manse!”







Seventeen





In the two days after they’d taken over the facility, they’d had very few visitors.

The other ships that’d come up to the portal had left.

Ren had also left and was currently spreading the news about the new changes that were coming, as well as the goal to make the whole prison theirs.

She had also begun telling everyone about the formations, and that the Qi would go to wherever the Sheng Alliance wished.

That it was best for everyone to take the resettlement offer and to be sent to the realm outside of the prison.

Otherwise, they might find that all the Qi that was in the prison simply ceased to exist.

Or they could join the Sheng Alliance.

Ash had contacted Liu and arranged for a small contingent of Brides to transfer over to the prison. They’d recently hit the ceiling on their training and cultivation that was allowed in the realm, but they were being held until their group reached an appropriate size.

Someone had mentioned that it was called a “Bridal Party”, but he didn’t know the numbers for that or what it meant.

The Brides were coming with the Bridal Manse and a number of artifacts.

Several of the stores in the realm had been cleaned out of everything just in case it was needed.

“I… cannot even begin to state how lovely it is to feel the sun on my skin,” Rou whispered from his left. She was sitting next to him and enjoying a sandwich, as he was.

Right now, everyone was laid out on the top of the facility on a number of blankets, rugs, and floor mats. They were currently having a picnic lunch in the open air.

The breeze was cool this high up, but the sun was beating down on them and keeping them quite warm.

Tala grunted, then rolled over onto her stomach. Stretching herself out across the blanket she was on.

She was quite literally nude.

“I didn’t realize how much I missed it,” Moira agreed. She was sitting down on the edge of the facility and looking at the world below.

Chunhua, Jia, Hui, Siu, and Xiuying were all sitting together under an umbrella Chunhua had made from earth. They enjoyed the sun but didn’t want their skin to brown at all.

Given their cultural beliefs, he couldn’t blame them. They wanted their skin to be as lightly colored as possible.

There was a gentle tug on one of Ash’s chains. One that led off and away to Ren, of all people.

Her chain was special as it was a bond she’d created, which let her have a bit more control than everyone else.

Reaching out to her chain, Ash threw a pulse of Qi at her that was a question-like feeling. Though it wouldn’t do much for her anymore.

Ren was always at maximum capacity.

She was more or less a secondary storage facility for him now.

Upon receipt, she sent one right back to him.

The feeling he received was one of yearning to meet up and for him to greet her. Almost as if she were standing in the doorway and knocking.

“Ren’s coming. Or is here. She wants me to come to the portal,” Ash murmured.

A second pulse of emotion came from Ren. One that felt combative.

To fight.

Anger.

“And I think she wants to fight, or expects a fight,” Ash continued as he stood up. There was no way he would ever not respond to a Bride telling him he was needed to fight.

“Oh! Yes, do you think it’s the other Qi-Lords coming through?” Xiuying chirped and bounced to her feet.

She inadvertently smacked her head on the stone umbrella as she stood up.

“Oowie,” she groaned and took two steps away from it, only to trip over her own feet and fall to the ground. “Oowwwwie. This is awful. Today is not a good day. I just wanted—”

Xiuying petulantly hit her hand against the ground, followed by a pop of something clicking.

Not far from her, a large section of the roof swung inward and down.

“As ever, my dearest Sister, you are someone who must never leave Ashley’s side,” stated Hui, standing up as well.

“I don’t know about that,” grumbled Xiuying.

Before she could complain any further, she was helped up by Rou, Jia, and Siu. All of them fussing over her, and Rou even going so far as to quickly use Qi-Healing on her.

Siu had brushed off Xiuying’s rear end quickly as Jia inspected her head.

For her part, Xiuying looked embarrassed, but had a beautiful smile on her face that went from ear to ear.

“Ahhh… thank you, Sisters. I love you all,” she murmured, looking incredibly embarrassed.



“We all view her as our favored Sister in the Sheng. The happier she is, the more well cared for she is, the better the Sheng will prosper.”





Hm.





Makes sense.



Ash walked over to the new hole that’d appeared.

Once more, it seemed to be some type of secret hatch.

This one led into a room he hadn’t seen before.

“Xiuying, my beautiful darling, would you go into that room and explore it for me with one of your Sisters?” Ash asked, looking over to the Fortune’s Chosen. “I’ll take everyone else to the entry area.”

“Yes, Husband. I can do that,” mumbled Xiuying as the other three continued to look over her. “Sister Jia, will you help me?”

“Of course, I will,” answered Jia, gently rearranging Xiuying’s hair now.

Everyone else moved quickly and left, entering the facility, and making their way to the entry portal.

It was closed shut unless they were expecting someone to arrive.

Over the last two days, a number of Brides and Knights had arrived to keep the area secure. There was a Bride and a Knight on duty at the portal right now.

“Ren’s coming,” Ash said as the two looked at him.

“Ah! That’s good. Perhaps they will bring more Knights?” the Knight said cheerfully with a laugh. “I crave more people to spar with.”

The Bride next to him laughed at that and then sighed, her veil twitching as she did so.

“I admit that it’s a lot harder to find as many sparring partners up here versus at the sect,” the Bride said.

Ash grinned at that and then went to the portal.

Putting his hand to it, he quickly pulled it back into its frame.

Below, Ren’s airship was docking.

A number of Brides and Knights stood on the perimeter of it, but they didn’t seem to be looking to disembark.

“Hello, Husband!” called Ren from the hatch. She’d just clambered out only a moment previous. She quickly adjusted the dress she was wearing and then looked at him. “I have two Qi-Lords who are looking to transit through, along with their entire households.

“Also… ah… I killed one on accident and took another’s lands. All the Qi-Lords that remain are currently considering my offer. I decided to give them a few days to consider what’s happened before I come calling again.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at the killing of a Qi-Lord.

He had been under the assumption that such a thing wasn’t actually possible. That they had made oaths to that affect.

“They foolishly attacked me without declaring who they were, and I ended up killing them,” Ren explained. “My oath didn’t preclude me from accidentally killing a Qi-Lord, only purposefully doing so.”

“I understand. Then let’s start moving these Qi-Lords through. I’ll have a corridor made so that they understand where to go,” Ash murmured, then glanced backward to Chunhua, who nodded her head. Ash looked back to Ren. “Great, good work, Ren. You’re a wonder of a Bride.”

Behind her ship there were a great many other ships lining up.

“Looks like I’ll need more ports,” Ash stated with a nod of his head. “Be good to have more ports. It’s a bottleneck as it is right now.”





***





Another group of cultivators sworn to the Qi-Lord who’d gone through already began trooping through the facility towards the square.

Ash was standing here to send them down as soon as they arrived.

His eyes immediately flicked to a somewhat attractive young woman.

If there was a strike zone for Ash, she would fit it.

In a weird way, in fact.

It was as if she were an accumulation of all the best features of a number of women. All put together specifically as if his personal preferences had been a checklist to fulfill.

He was immediately on guard and wary.

No such woman should exist in any realm, and the fact that she did, left Ash questioning who would put such a person in front of him.

Then he realized there was a great deal of Life-Qi inside of her as well.

A very large amount of it, in fact.



Locke, you paying attention to this right now?





“Hm? What? Oh. Oh my… that’s… hm. Hm. That’s just almost so blatant that I don’t know what to say.





“She’s a walking bomb just looking for somewhere to blow up.”





Not to mention her looks.





“Her… looks? I don’t know, she seems quite plain to me. Very plain, in fact. Somewhat ordinary.”





Really? To me she looks like she’s been cobbled together from everyone I have a desire for.





“Wait, really? That doesn’t… she’s as flat as a board. You like them heavy in the chest, don’t you?”





Yeah, I do, but… she’s not flat. She’s bigger than Hui, Mei, Chunhua, Ren, or you, even.





“Bigger? You want them bigger? I never— wait, if you see her as that, and I see her as flat, then there’s something more here. Some type of Qi ability to disguise her, or to bend her appearance toward you personally.”





Alright.





Trap then.





But do I spring it? Do I let it go by? Do I activate it?





Wait, is it actually a trap for me?



Ash dipped into his Dao and spun it up slowly.

The woman walking toward him amongst the group didn’t seem to be going in a counter momentum to him at the moment.

In fact, she was passively moving along with the flow.

More akin to a leaf on a river than anything else.

It made Ash feel like she wasn’t here for him.

Watching the group move to the platform, he kept his eyes on the woman.

Intent on her.

She noticed, blushed prettily, and looked away from him. In a way that seemed almost manufactured to induce more attention.

Her momentum didn’t shift or change.

Ash smiled faintly, then acted out of character momentarily. He approached her and gently laid a hand to her shoulder.

“Are you alright?” he asked, watching as the small chain formed.

“Oh, I’m fine, thank you for asking,” she purred in a voice that felt oddly heavy, given her appearance.

With a smile Ash moved away, then activated the square as soon as they were on it. He casually attached the chain after she vanished.



There are Demonic Cultivators working in the prison. They’re here but she didn’t make a move to attack me.





We also have all those people who killed themselves when they were losing the fight.





I begin to wonder if the two are connected.





Perhaps even along with whatever is going on in this realm, or what happened to it, I suppose.





“Yes. It’s something to inspect. Mei, Na, and I are coming up to the facility. Liu’s Brides arrived. We’re escorting them. They brought the Bridal Manse.





“I forgot that it’s so big. I think we might be able to expand it as well, given the expansion of your abilities. In fact… I wonder if we could unhinge the center and add more sections?”





Something to think about.



Ash looked to the next group of people.

Another Demonic Cultivator filled with Life-Qi was there.

Having held his Dao as long as he had, he could feel the deep resonance of everyone that pledged to him. There was a strange counterpoint to the booms of all the Brides now though.

A higher-pitched chime.

A metal-on-metal type of striking chime.

Beautiful but sharp.

Then he realized what it was.



When did the Knights all pledge to me? The chains won’t work with them, so I didn’t even notice the change.





“When the Brides explained how it was done to them. They did so immediately, then somehow word spread down to the aspirants.





“The moment they wake up on the other side as a Knight they swear to you under the instruction of Templar.”



The Dao was building now, only passively feeding on the Qi around him. The response from all those who worked with him was in concert with it.

Deciding to let it keep going, Ash looked at the Demonic Cultivator.

Smiling, Ash walked up to the man and patted him on the back.

He’d tag every single one of them as they came through.

In the next six hours, as the two Qi-Lords were relocated, Ash tagged a handful of Demonic Cultivators. The drain on them was slight, but it would tell him where they were.

Nearly six hours later and the Qi-Lords transfers were complete.

There had been several more Demonic Cultivators.





***





“Surprising,” Ash murmured, peering down the edge of the square.

Distantly, far below, he could see there was what appeared to be a camp of some type. It didn’t look as if it had any permanence to it, but Ash wasn’t sure.

He was pretty high up.

Lifting his gaze, he looked at a city that was nearby.

He had considered sending Moira out to it several times.

The risk was something he didn’t like, though.

If the plague remained, then she would be at risk of contracting it by going there.

“Husband!” shouted a voice.

Looking over, he saw Na, Mei, and Locke all heading toward him.

Though the latter was now moving at a jog that gave Ash pause.

Locke desperately needed a sports-bra.

Several of them.

As if sensing his thoughts, Locke slowed to a quick walk instead. Her face became deep red.

Then, realizing what she did, Locke began running at him full out. Her body responding in an eye-catching way that was even more so than her original jog.

Moving away from the edge, Ash caught Locke up in a hug.

“Ahhh, my timid housewife who also is as sexually aggressive as could be. I have no idea how you manage to be both at the same time,” Ash teased, hugging her tightly.

“It’s honestly kinda hard. But I enjoy it because I can change gears really hard and fast and keep you wanting more of either,” Locke admitted, then kissed him.

It lasted a few seconds before she released him, spun him around behind her, and moved him forward for Na and Mei.

“Kiss both of them. Hug them tight,” whispered Locke urgently. “I forced them to stay with me. Please… please reward them for me? I love you? I’ll do anything you want, and do everything I can, to make you so happy that you pass out?”

Ash was never one to turn away Locke when she offered herself up as the prize.

Beyond even that, though, he genuinely had missed the two of them.

Moving away from Locke at a trot, literally leaving her there, Ash ran down Mei and Na. He wrapped both of them in a hug at the same time. Crushing them against himself.

Na let out a wheeze as her face was tipped into his neck and Mei hugged him back just as forcefully. To the point that he actually had to work a bit harder than normal to breathe.

“I missed you two,” Ash admitted, then kissed Mei. When he broke the kiss, he laid his cheek to Na’s head. She didn’t seem to want to remove her face from where she’d buried it. “Thank you for helping your Sister so much when I know you wanted to race back to be with me.”

“What’s the Mistress of the Sheng to do, other than be the Mistress?” Mei allowed with a rich and warm laugh. “Though I did miss you. I love you.”

“Love you, too,” grumped Na, her hands pressing into his back. “The Handmaiden must do all she can for her Lord and Master.”

Grinning, Ash just stood there.

“I love you both, too,” he said finally, and gave them another squeeze. “You two are the best things I stole away from the sect and made my own. Treasures.”

Mei and Na both made an odd noise at that, then both of them squirmed closer to him.

“I think we should move forward with our plan,” Mei said, laying her cheek to his. “We can let Ren handle the rest of the Qi-Lords and others who would wish to exit. We only need to make sure we’re here to transport them down, from my understanding.

“Otherwise… we should begin to explore this realm. Because you mentioned that the exit is out there somewhere. Is it not?”

Ash nodded his head. He tilted his head fractionally and looked out into the distance.

Many chains stretched out and then down.

Down to somewhere in the realm.

At what felt like a great distance.

Surprisingly, the chains had pointed up while in the prison and facility, but then pointed outward when here.

It had been one of the reasons he thought that perhaps the Bridal Manse would work here.

As if on cue, several Brides walked up to him and set down the artifact.

Pulling several rings out of the Hall, Ash held them out.

Na already had one, as did Locke, but Mei and the others did not.

As if realizing what he was asking, Na touched her wedding ring and simply vanished.

“Oh!” came a distant and soft voice from the artifact. It was soft and hard to hear. Then Na reappeared in front of him. “Thankfully, I can reach the manse. It’s a shame it doesn’t work in the prison or facility though.”

“Ah, I might have an answer to that?” Xiuying called from above them.

Far above them.

She was on the roof.

“I think I found the control room, haha,” said the Fortune’s Chosen, followed by her gently pressing a closed fist to her head. “Silly me, I’m sorry. I should have come and told you immediately, but we were reading the manual.

“Jia thinks we can turn off most of the limitations on the prison! That’d make it far easier for us, wouldn’t it? Though she said we should wait for everyone to be escorted out first.”

“That’s my Xiuying,” Ash remarked, staring up at the pretty woman.

“Oh, ah… yes,” she said, clearly having heard him. “Hahaha, I suppose I am. Ahh… I should move away from the edge.”

Taking several steps away, she moved away and likely back to wherever Jia was.

“I like her,” Mei said with a laugh. “I’m going to go join her and Jia. Na… please attend our husband? Give him a quick wash and a shave. It’s nice that he’ll be able to grow a nice beard in the future, but right now, it’s just stubbly and quite scratchy when I got close.”

Mei had said the last while looking at her cousin.

“Of course, mistress,” promised Na, her head downturned but her eyes flicking up to stare at Ash through her bangs. “I appreciate you giving me such an order.”

“Of course, Na. I know you missed him more than you want to admit,” Mei said, and then began moving toward where Xiuying had been. “I’ll start preparing a group to make a trip into the realm out there. This’ll be exciting.”

Na cleared her throat, then tilted her head to the side.

“Locke… join me?” Na asked.

“Gladly,” answered the woman who had snuck up behind him.





Eighteen





Ash looked around after arriving at the camp.

It smelt far worse than it’d looked from above.

Glancing over his shoulder, he could see Moira above them. Circling slowly as she scanned the surroundings for them.

Even now, Ash found it hard to truly understand the height of the prison.

The magnitude of it.

It was hard to fathom the amount of work that likely had to go into making it.

“I would really like to understand how they were able to construct the prison,” mused Jia, standing beside Mei who was next to Ash. “If we understood how, we could replicate it. I think the material is an incredible artifact by itself. It is an incredible thing.”

“I agree,” Mei confirmed and then looked at Ash. His arm was locked in hers and pressed up to the side of her chest. It was such a comfortable place that he’d been the one to take her arm first. Which’d been a visible surprise to her. “Husband, what’s our current priority list?”

“Fortify our sect,” Ash stated as he looked around the encampment. He saw nothing and no one of value. “Escape this realm. Assert a home base in the middle realm of our original… home. Make ourselves safe and secure.

“Try to lay low and not catch the interest of the Emperor. So long as he thinks I’m in the prison, hopefully he’ll just not bother with me.”

“Ah, then, before we escape, I would like to make sure we understand how these materials were made. Sister Jia is right,” Mei stated, pulling his arm up against herself more firmly.

“I’ll do my best. I’d do anything that any of my precious Brides would ask of me,” Ash stated and then started moving forward.

“Especially your wives, right?” Rou asked quietly and in English.



I mean… that’s an odd question, isn’t it? What’s the distinction?





Dear, sweet, beautiful Locke.





My love.





Tell me what she’s really asking?





I’ll kiss that pretty face of yours until you’re dizzy.





“Wives vs Brides. All wives are Brides, not all Brides are wives. Siu vs Liu.”



“Especially for my wives,” Ash clarified immediately after he understood what Rou was asking, also in English.

Right now, he was surrounded by his wives.

All the Knights and Brides were needed to keep order in the facility and prison. There was no way for them to leave without endangering Ren and their fledgling hold on Fortress Sheng.

“I mean, there was always a distinction,” Ash continued. He suddenly wanted to reassure them. “I’m sure Locke has been secretly feeding you all information about my thoughts. What I want.

“I don’t even need to look at her to know it. She’s probably blushing, hiding behind Siu, and holding her breath.

“Honestly, though, I don’t mind. I’m sure it helps reassure you all.

“So yes, my wives are very different than my Brides. I might treat them closely, and offer them the possibility of more, but that’s all predicated on my wives putting them there to begin with.

“Have I not pledged back with each one of you, after all, but not the Brides?”

There was no answer to his words.

Everyone had gone silent.

Moving through the camp, they found nothing of value or interest. It looked as if it were something that was thrown together and expected to be brought down any day.

There was some surprise to that, given that two Qi-Lords had come through.

Ash figured they’d rushed on to the city that was nearby, or somewhere else entirely.

Not that he could blame them.

If they could make connections quickly, it’d be in their best interest.

Though Ash did note that all the Demonic Cultivators he’d marked and put chains upon were gone. They weren’t here in the camp and didn’t seem to be in the direction of the nearby city either.

“Have I mentioned I love you, Ashley?” Na asked in a warm purr somewhere behind him.

“I love you, too, Na Sheng,” Ash answered with a laugh. “I love you all. Now. Let’s get going.

“It’s been a while since we got to travel together. A long while. Let’s go see what’s out there.”

In short order, Ash and company were able to move through the camp.

No one stopped them and no one bothered them.

There was also no reason for them to stop for anything either.

Though he did notice that his people had pulled on their veiled hats and secured them. He must’ve missed something or some type of signal, as they all had done it.

Even Mei, who had released his arm to do it.

Upon entering the forest, Ash found it somewhat odd.

The Qi, even at the base of the prison, had been thicker and more readily available than the Qi inside of the prison.

Inside of the forest, it had thickened even further, though it had a deep and full feeling of earth and wood.

Xiuying had been cultivating by proximity to the woods without even trying, given her natural inclination.

“I’m glad Moira is making sure we’re staying on track,” Tala murmured as they walked along through the forest. “If she wasn’t flying above my Elegant Self, I’d already be demanding a compass and a map.”

Ash blinked at that, then looked up.

Moira was still circling above them and looked to be perfectly fine with the situation. There was no change in how she flew.

That meant they were on the right path and track.



That and I have my Locke.





Don’t I, Locke?





I have you.





You’re all mine.





My Locke Sheng.





Mine.



Ash sent the last word with a possessive clutching feeling that left Locke without a doubt that he wanted all of her entirely to himself. Every scrap of her, even the bad habits she might have.



“Yes! Yes… I’m… yours. Did… did you want an arrow or are you okay with me just adjusting as we go as I have been?”





Whatever my darling Locke wants. Arrow, you guiding, either way.





“Okay. I’ll just guide us then as I have been. We’re not too far off but… I’m getting weird feelings from the Qi.





“I’m pushing our senses out as far as I can and I’m getting strange anomalies back. As if there’s things out there and they can feel us probing.”



“Be on guard,” Ash said. “There are things out there. Also, we’re still on track. Locke is giving me course corrections as we need it.”

“Thank you, Locke,” called Xiuying happily. “You’re a great Sister!”

There was a chuckle at that, followed by murmurs of agreement.

From Mei, there was a subtle difference though, Ash felt the beautiful woman at his side turn and probably look at Locke.

There was some type of exchange there, but he missed it.

He’d push on Locke later for an answer.

Likely when he could corner her and make it fun for both of them.

In silence now, everyone continued walking.

Ready for anything.

Though nothing happened.

Eventually, they exited the forest and found the edge of the city in front of them.

There were signs that there were people here, but also, that it was only recently.

Many of the buildings seemed to be in very rough shape.

Quite a few had collapsed into themselves, leaving only a wall or two upright.

There were campsites in a number of places just outside where the city began. Where there had once been some type of wall that’d encircled the city.

It’d been brought down almost entirely, with very few sections remaining.

“I think… that plague wiped out much more than the diary led on,” Chunhua remarked. “Maybe… maybe everyone? Is there no one left in this realm?”

“That’s a possibility,” Mei confirmed. “It seemingly took out the entirety of this city, at least. If it was a plague spurred on by Qi… it could have taken on a life of its own.”

“It does tell us where the Qi-Lords went. We should move into the city to see what… what… what is that?” Jia asked, her words shifting suddenly.

Ash glanced at Jia, then to where she was looking.

Along the edge of the city there was a flare of Qi.

A very violent flare of Qi.

So violent that it was a promise of combat.

“I’m so excited,” hissed Tala.

“I can’t wait to fight,” Na declared.

“I want to throw something at it already,” Chunhua breathed in a whisper.

“Kill everything. Everyone,” begged Hui.



“Ahahaha… ahhh… Cultivators. You’ve healed their hearts, given them a family, and prized them as people, not weapons. But they’re still Cultivators.”



“I cannot wait to show off a bit,” Jia murmured in a way that sounded like longing. “You will watch me, right Ashley?”

There was a sharp feeling on Ash’s back suddenly.

He imagined every single woman was now hotly gazing at him.

Showing off and watching another was its own form of romance amongst Cultivators. Ash still didn’t quite understand it, but he needed to push harder.

To do more.

“I’d watch you all of course… but maybe I want to fight it,” offered Ash. “I want to try using my Qi as a weapon. My poor butterfly-sword broke, and I never found a replacement.”

“You didn’t?” Na asked. “I… you got everyone else weapons and there were so many in the Manse. There wasn’t anything for you?”

Ash shook his head.

He’d picked through them, but nothing felt right in his hand. Nor was there anything there that would empower him.

To grow him at all or in any way.

They were just weapons and at that point, he was better off not using the remaining butterfly-sword, or any of the weapons.

He’d even gone so far as to put the single butterfly-sword into the Manse and left it there.

The outburst of Qi was slowly moving toward them now. There was no mistaking it, as the Qi that was in front of them was being pushed toward Ash and his group, or pulled away if it was beyond a certain point.

Which was often the sign of someone quite strong moving around.

There were also random fluctuations in the Qi surrounding him as well. Which told him that there were a great number of living things moving that were smaller in strength but closing in on them.

Mei disentangled herself from Ash, though she did touch him several times as she did so. He wondered if she was more regretful of letting go than he was.

Looking along the street in front of them, Ash watched as a massive rat came into view. It was taller than the buildings.

Trundling along, it seemed to be chasing people through the streets.

“It’s strong,” Na reported. “Easily a near peak Awakened Mortal great beast. I don’t think I could fight that, regretfully.

“I’m ashamed for my weakness, Master. Please forgive me for failing in my training. I will redouble my efforts as your Handmaiden.”

Mei, Jia, Tala, and Siu agreed.

“I think I could do well against it,” Chunhua offered. “So long as I can keep my distance. It’s big enough that I could give it a great deal of trouble with my abilities. I’m a good match for it.

“If I was a close-ranged fighter, I don’t think I could fight it at all.”

The last felt odd to Ash. As if Chunhua had said it to protect the others who had said they couldn’t fight it before her.

“I’m a perfect weapon for Ashley Sheng, my husband,” declared Hui. “He has made me happy and ideal. I could kill that creature and give him its core.”

“Don’t be over-confident,” Ash cautioned. “Everyone always has some type of trick up their sleeve. I will throw you into the Hall in a flash and leave you there for a while if I believe for even an instant, you’re going to endanger yourself, or risk yourself, Hui Sheng.

“Do you understand me? Don’t you dare risk yourself in any way like you did previously ever again. I’m still disappointed about that.

“You were lucky that Xiuying had such a miraculous potion. You would have been permanently maimed for life otherwise.”

Ash had said the last with actual anger and frustration.

“I… yes. I understand. I apologize. I’m… I’m not solely your weapon. I’m Hui Sheng and I must value myself,” Hui apologized.

He felt her head suddenly press to the back of his neck. Right between his shoulder blades.

“It’s fine. I should probably yell at Chunhua and Na as well. They tend to go overboard for me,” Ash growled, glancing over his shoulder at the two in question.

Chunhua blushed and Na just grinned at him.

“I’m your Handmaiden, not your servant,” Na stated.

“Good thing I love you as you both are,” he replied then looked ahead. “But I’ll throw both of you in the Hall in the same way.”

Both women nodded their heads.

Hui’s arms snaked around him from behind and her hands clasped themselves in front of him. Atop his lower Dantian.

“You as well, Hui,” said Ash, and patted her hands.

“I’m going to go to the Hall and begin organizing things for medical transfers to the Manse, as well as whatever we might need after this.

“Also, I expect all of you to live through this and make it easier for me to put you back together,” Rou murmured. Then she reached out and touched her Bridal ring seemingly out of nervousness. “Do you hear me? All of you? You’re my family. Ashley doesn’t want you injured. I’ll do my utmost to take care of you all, so make my job easier.”

Before anyone could answer, Rou vanished into the Hall.

“How’s Si’Sha?” Tala asked suddenly, as if Rou going to the Hall had triggered the thought.

“I don’t know. She’s in there somewhere. Locke?” Ash prompted.

“She just reads all day. As a Sheng Alliance Qi farm, I keep her well-treated and milk her constantly,” Locke said with a strange tone, then she laughed. “She doesn’t try to do much and keeps to herself. Avoiding everyone at all times.

“A few have attempted to talk to her, but she doesn’t really answer them and quickly goes elsewhere.”

“I shall go speak with her,” Hui mumbled against Ash’s back. “I will be able to convince her to help. I know it. I’ve been on both sides of this.

“Ren should, as well, in fact.”

The rat of unusual size had been scurrying back and forth across the city. Stopping to bite at something, swipe, then move again.

Now it was coming this way.

Taking the street that was moving straight to them.

Slowly, Ash was able to see what it was chasing coming into view and focus.

Several cultivators and both Qi-Lords.

They were all sprinting toward Ash at maximum speed. Burning across the distance toward the Sheng Alliance group.

Reaching out to his Dao, Ash spun it up quickly. Feeding it a fair amount of Qi and bringing it into a heavy and immediate pace.

As if it started from a high note rather than building up to it.

His Qi-Sea responded.

The middle-Dantian responded.

The pledged statues responded.

The world responded.

Hui let go of Ash and moved to take a position on the right.

“Forgive me, dear Husband, but my abilities aren’t suitable for beasts,” Siu apologized from directly behind him. “I’ll just… act as your second and help where I can. I’m more useful to you in that way and I know you don’t fault me for being supportive.”

The Qi-Lords and their people ran on. They were close now.

Close enough that Ash saw it when the rat leapt forward, dipped its head down, and snatched up one of the Qi-Lords with its mouth.

Leaning back, the rat began to gnaw at the cultivator as the Qi-Lord attempted to defend himself from the teeth. Utilizing artifacts, abilities, and anything else, Ash imagined.

The rat was distracted at the moment even as everyone else continued to run.

Behind them was a surprisingly massive wave of smaller rats, though they were all easily in the Enlightened Mortal ranks.

“I’m… so excited,” whispered Mei in a husky voice, swords of Earth Qi springing from her hands.

Everyone was ready and their Qi-Sea’s, Dantians, and Daos were all being forced into greater heights by Ash’s Dao.

The momentum of it was rapidly reaching the previous peak even before combat had started. The previous “high water mark” was surpassed swiftly.

“You’ve grown, Ashley,” Chunhua accused. “As ever, your depth is far beyond what we suspected.”

“I’ll take the big cheese, that big rat is mine,” Ash answered in response and also in acknowledgment of her accusation. “Forgive me for being selfish but… I want to show off for you all.”



“Oh… oh no.





“You do realize that’s exactly what they wanted to hear, right? They’re cultivators.





“You were literally just having this thought earlier about them wanting to show off for you!





“For you to show off just to try and appeal to them is… what they want.





“It’s why they wanted to show off for you as you yourself thought.





“Though I admit I’m eager to see you show off for me too.”



“I want to show off for all of you. Every one of you. A lot,” Ash amended after hearing what Locke said. “To show off to the point that you can’t look away.”

He wanted to try harder after all.

The massive rat shook its head to the left, its jaws snapped shut, and then lifted its head back. Likely swallowing the hopefully dead Qi-Lord.

After, it turned burning red eyes towards Ash.

Then the horde of rats reached the rest of Ash’s group and broke upon them.

A wave of furry fury, gnashing teeth, claws, and red eyes.

They were slaughtered.

Each and every one that stepped up was skewered, stabbed, slashed, burnt, rent apart, or blown up.

Moira had joined at some point and was standing off to Tala’s left at the extreme end. Her wings extended and flicking about herself, the feathers coated in steel.

She looked a lot like a spinning top of blades.

On the far right were Chunhua and Hui, holding the other flank with a great deal of Qi being thrown about.

Ash unleashed the torrents of Qi from the Hall into everyone. Making sure that they were never run low.

In the next moment, the big rat arrived, and Ash smiled.



If I really show off, specifically for them, do you think I’ll get some rewards?



Before Locke could reply, Ash and the rat closed on one another.
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Ash summoned two butterfly-swords from his Qi-Sea and formed them from his Qi directly as he and the gigantic rat rushed toward their impending showdown.

They expanded within a flash and were near duplicates of his original butterfly swords.

Though even better.

These Qi swords fit his hands in a perfect way. Contoured to nearly be exact, since he needed to hold them to use the Qi.

They fit in a way that couldn’t be sculpted, fashioned, or hammered into shape by actual hands.

The length was perfect and could shift or change depending on his need as well.

Given the size of this beast, it was likely that would be needed.

Qi detonations were going off all around as Ash and the rat initially clashed. The monster’s mouth came down to Ash in a blur.

It was incredible for something so large to move so quickly.

Four large teeth easily the length of his legs spread apart and snapped at him.

Flicking his hands forward and guiding the tips of his weapons, Ash neatly plunged them into the top of its mouth, just beneath its nose, and its lower jaw.

If it had an upper lip, Ash was now it’s mustache.

The force of the thrust of the monster’s head was heavy.

So great was the force that Ash’s boots dug into the earth and plowed it aside as he was forced backward.

In doing so, it also buried his weapons deep into the creature.

As his Qi penetrated the monster, Ash tried to grow it into it and tear it apart from the inside. Just as he had done a few times.

No sooner than it started to grow, it halted, and the big rat yanked its head away.

Part of Ash’s Qi remained in the rat as his weapon shattered with the sudden movement.

The twisting motion had put too much force on the weapons.

Instantly, Ash regrew the Qi blades and darted forward.

He utilized Spring-Step to close the distance between himself and the big rat.

Slipping under its raised front paws, Ash activated Spring-Step again. His sword shot forward in a lunge.

Before he could land the strike, the rat had leapt backward. Faster than Ash could process, it was outside of his reach.

He could feel the Qi that was lodged in its face even now though. Ash had left something behind, but he couldn’t control it.

Smirking, Ash tapped the chains he’d created to himself.

A flood of what felt like poisoned Qi began flowing into him.

It was immediately cleansed by his Qi-Sea and circulated inward, even as Qi came to him from the Hall and moved back out to everyone else.

His Dao continued to beat and thrum, drumming along and demanding everyone fall into its cadence.

It felt that each fight within its domain was a separate momentum that powered the whole.

Where Na’s was high-pitch and frenetic as she worked her Jade Spear around and activating her abilities, Mei’s was a heavy and steady pounding. Her swords cleaved rats apart in titanic strikes.

Jia wasn’t far off but he could only see what she was doing as dancing. Dancing with her water Qi as it twisted about her while she fought.

Fluid and ethereal.

It all was part of the whole.

Behind all of that was a determined and never-ending push from the rest of those who shared chains with him as well as pledges.

The Knights of Sheng were especially intense.

They felt almost like a counterpoint to all the Brides, different but part of the whole.

Ash kicked forward, once more shooting straight toward the monstrous rat.

Which was whipping itself around in a spin to gain distance, but also threw its tail out behind itself.

There was a green and gassy trail it left behind itself as it shot through the air like a whip.

Stabbing his sword into the ground, Ash elongated it, thickened it, sharpened the edge, and grew it rapidly until it was easily thirty feet underground.

There was a boom as the tail struck the anchored sword and was separated cleanly at the contact point. The other section of it shot off across the ground, tumbling along.

Like a log rolling along the ground while spraying green ichor all about.

Retracting his Qi back into himself, Ash grinned and looked at the rat.

Which was screaming loudly at the moment while scurrying backward from Ash.

Its front paws came up and anxiously washed its face, then dug at the points where Ash had stabbed it.

Red glowing eyes seemed to bore into Ash as it glared hatefully at him.

“Come on then, Whiskers,” Ash stated with a chuckle. He held up his left hand and made the universal gesture of ‘bring it on’. Then casually attached the massive chain that’d been formed from its own attack. “I’m fitting to take your head off and let someone hang it somewhere.”

Raising its paws, it lifted its head back and then sprayed out a dense green cloud. It was so thick that it stained the ground green where it touched.

Slashing at the murk with his left hand, Ash drew it backwards, then thrust forward with his right hand.

The cloud inverted on itself and shot back at the rat, passing by it and into the city beyond. None of it remained around the combatants.

Ash then attached the chain that’d been formed by redirecting the cloud. Locke’s previous work to allow him to attack Qi showed itself to have been well invested.

Stepping back, Ash threw out a heavy slash with both weapons.

Big angry balls of Qi shot out from his attack to slam into the now very surprised rat. One landed on the front of its face while the other struck its stomach.

As if realizing that it couldn’t rely on ranged attacks and that it was a target at range, the rat charged forward.

Ash slapped his hands together, combined the Qi, strengthened it, then added a great deal more. In no time at all, he’d formed a thick and quite sharp spear.

One with a crossbar and prongs to prevent the creature from sliding down.

The speed with which the beast tore forward at him was incredible.

So fast was it, that it didn’t realize the problem until the spear was quite firmly embedded in its chest. The butt of the weapon having been planted in the ground with Ash’s right boot stamped down atop it to try and hold it there.

Squealing, the rat fell backward, scrabbling at the ground.

Unfortunately, Ash hadn’t been able to send his Qi into its body this time either. The spear tip had done its job, but he wasn’t able to utilize the clash as deeply as he wished.

At the same time, the attack had splattered Ash in its blood. Peppering him across the face and body.

He immediately felt poisonous Qi trying to enter and begin eating away him.

Lifting a hand, Ash wiped at his eyes to clear them, then spat to the side, tasting the disgusting fluid on his lips.

Thankfully, his body always welcomed Qi.

Poisonous Qi trying to invade him wasn’t an issue.

It was a fuel source.

His Qi-Sea greedily drained the poisonous Qi of power and quickly pulled it into its depths.

If it had been acid, fire, or something else that’d damage him on contact, this would’ve been different.

As if sensing this fight was not winnable, the rat was limping away, though quite rapidly. It was moving swift and sure down the street.

Ash wasn’t going to be able to catch it at this rate.

Not without a hand.

“Locke Sheng!” Ash shouted and then drew on his Dao. He pulled it through his middle Dantian and to Locke. “I need you!”

Locke was more than a mortal.

More than a Spirit of any grade or rank.

She was more akin to a deity in many ways.

There was a bang in his Dao, and it shot upwards. Ascending towards a height Ash had never considered or knew.

A flicker of something blew through the Hall, his lower Dantian, out of his middle Dantian, and into the world.

Dragging a load of Qi with it and blasting the momentum even higher yet.

Locke was thrown out of Ash with extreme speed and velocity.

The beautiful woman glowed as intensely as the sun did as she shot across the distance.

A lot like a lightning bolt.

Instantly.

Landing at the opposite end of the street, she threw her hands out and summoned forth two blades. One facing upward and one downward.

Hesitating, the rat slowed as it neared the beauty.

Only to lash out at her with a bite, with a speed that felt as swift as a blink.

With a dancer’s grace, Locke spun, slashing at the monster’s face. Her weapons glanced across its features four times in rapid succession.

Flinching backward, the rat took several steps in reverse and partially turned.

Ash had caught up and thrown himself into the air with Spring-Step.

Locke had been helpful, but the rat could easily clamber over buildings if it wanted to get away.

It was clear to Ash that if escape was its goal, it’d be impossible to truly stop it.

He had gotten his chance and now he needed to take it.

Aiming for its head, Ash readied himself.

On striking the beast, his entire body came to an abrupt stop. There was no movement from the monster at all.

Stabbing his blades down into the neck of the rat, Ash wrapped his legs around it and hung on. He attempted to grow his Qi inward and attack it from the inside out.

In the next moment, the rat was doing exactly as Ash expected. Leaping over buildings with amazing dexterity and agility.

It’s front paws scrambled over an edge as its back legs propelled it skyward.

They were airborne for a short period only for the big rat to slam full speed into another building. Smashing it to bits and pieces as it hit it.

No sooner had its paws made contact with the ground than it jumped again. Shooting over an entire street and then a second with almost comical ease.

Hitting the center of the third street, it leapt once more into the air.

All during its escape Ash had held on, driving his Qi inch by inch into the monster’s body. Growing towards its heart and its brain in equal measure.

As it landed after its current jump, it seemed to realize that Ash wasn’t falling away. That, in fact, its life was now in danger.

Dropping to the ground, it was obvious to Ash it was going to try and crush him against the street.

In a split-second, Ash shifted his grip on the swords. Growing Qi out from the pommels and pushing it out into a dome around his body. Where the edges touched the beast, Ash made the edges nanometer sharp.

The center of it could be expanded quickly if the rat managed to put a lot of pressure on the Qi.

Ash needn’t have worried.

As the dome cut into the rat’s back, it shot to its feet again. The pain it’d felt had been more than enough to cause it to think of something else.

At that moment, Ash also had a thought.

One he’d probably should have had previously, in fact.

He felt a bit silly not having considered doing this before.

Disconnecting his left blade from the dome, he jerked it out of the rat, then stuck it down into its spine. He grew it out rapidly and into the spinal column of the monster.

Only a few seconds later, the blade had severed the spinal cord.

Cutting it free and clear from the brain.

With a boom, Ash felt the rat collapse.

Now that he was in the dark due to the dome, he had no idea where it had gone or what it was doing when he’d figured out what to finally do.

Jerking his blade left and right, he made sure the cord was absolutely severed. Then he released the blade and left it there.

He didn’t want it to somehow magically regrow anything or begin to regenerate.

Taking hold of the blade more firmly, he withdrew his Qi. Pulling it all back into himself. Revealing the world to his eyes once again.

He was at the top of the street where the rat had come from. Somewhere in its mad dash, after Ash lost sight of the world, it had crossed over a street and was now back in line with where they’d started.

Just a considerable way away, though.

Distantly, Ash could see his people checking corpses and making sure they were dead. Slitting throats and stabbing hearts.

Hui stood near the center and was clearly cultivating all the death that was ongoing.

Ash rolled off the back of the dying rat and then stood up.

His back hurt incredibly.

An ache that went from the top of his skull down to his tailbone.

It’d only been for a short time, but the dome had pressed down against him, and it’d partially pinned him against the rat.

Groaning, he shifted his shoulders one way, then the other. Holding his hands above his head.



“Rou said she can help,”

 Locke offered.

Glancing down the street, he saw the beautifully figured woman jogging his way. It was once again extremely eye-catching.

Reaching into the Hall, Ash gently pulled Rou out and next to him.

“Ah! Oh my, that’s rather big,” Rou murmured, looking from Ash to the rat. Then she smiled at him and patted his shoulder. “Then again, you’ve heard me tell you that before.”

Laughing, Rou pressed her left hand to his jaw and her right hand remained on his shoulder. He felt her coax out his Qi and lay it into her hands.

Her control.

In moments, he could feel her gently washing away the hurts in his back.

“Some bruises, pulls, and minor tears, nothing terrible,” Rou remarked, peering into his face. “Hardly worth the effort, but it costs me nothing to heal it.

“That and I do love treating my Cultivator. You gave me such an incredible life, how can I not do exactly what I was trained for?”

Rou then clicked her tongue, released his Qi, and leaned in to kiss him once.

Turning after she pulled away, she looked at the rat.

“It’s almost dead but… there’s… something else there. In the middle of it. Is that where the core is?” Rou asked, gesturing at the gigantic rat.

“Core?” Ash asked and turned to look away from Rou and Locke to the rat. He noted that everyone was coming his way at a jog as his eyes moved away.

Reaching out with his senses, Ash let himself feel the rat and the Qi around it, moving through it, and coming from it.

No sooner did he do so, than he felt exactly what Rou meant.

There was a strange feeling of Qi from the center of the rat.

A heavy feeling that was actively holding Qi and felt quite solid. Much like a Core often did.

Sniffling, Ash reached up with a tissue summoned from the Hall and brushed it against his nose. Then he blew his nose into it and cast it right back into the Hall.

It could be used to start a fire if needed later on, after the snot dried out at least. He wasn’t quick to dismiss things that he could use again, even if they were slightly disgusting.



Resources are resources.



Looking back to his group, he found them all arrayed out behind him.

“Holy hell, did you all sprint here?” Ash asked with a laugh. “I just—”

Mei shot forward and wrapped him up in a hug. Holding tightly to him. Her arms flexing as she quite literally pulled his head down into her neck.

“Uhm,” he said, not really sure what to say.

Though he did like the soft warmth that was Mei pressed all over him.

Surprisingly, Jia came up and wrapped herself around his back and Mei as well.

Then everyone quickly surrounded him. All of them quickly put arms and bodies around each other. Until just about everyone had their head against his and Mei’s.

It felt incredibly crowded and left him feeling smothered.



“Everyone saw you get carried off.





“A man they admired and cared for was about to vanish again. Just as he did into the prison previously.





“They all care, you know. They’re not quite sure what to do with it, as it’s a love they’re not accustomed to. That their families didn’t prepare them for.





“It scared them, just as you were scared when they’re endangered.





“I…I was scared, too. I was trying to figure out how to chase after you. I didn’t like being scared. At all.





“Also… not sorry for groping you. It’s an opportunity, so I’m going to do it.”



Locke’s words were punctuated by a hand squeezing his privates, fingers curling around him and holding tight.



“Uh… that… that’s not me. This is my hand.”



This time someone squeezed his butt.

“Sorry, I wanted to show off. I didn’t feel like I was risking myself,” Ash apologized. “I promise. I really did think everything was fine.

“But hey, it was really impressive, wasn’t it? I made all your cultivator hearts beat fast and hard. I showed off for you?”

“I hated it,” Mei whispered. “Though I can’t deny it was impressive. It did make my heart beat as a cultivator, but as your wife, I hated it.”

“Agreed,” Jia hissed.

Other voices joined in with their own assertions of agreement. That it was something they did not want a repeat of.

“I was awestruck and did my best to help,” Siu murmured with some heat. “I can’t deny I was nervous as well. But I knew you’d make it happen.

“But… I still would ask you to not repeat such a thing.”

“You know… I can’t tell if we’re stronger for this, or weaker. These feelings of being so scared for Ash,” Chunhua muttered. “But I’m glad to be with you all. My family.”

“Yes,” Tala agreed. “My Elegant Self loves her Sisters and Husband.”

“If it really was that bad, I’d have just gone into the Hall. As if Locke wouldn’t throw any of you in there without me even asking,” Ash muttered. “And even then, you have your wedding rings.

“You could retreat to the Manse just as easily. We have many exit routes, I’ll take dishonor over death any day of the week. I expect you to have the same mentality.”

“I won’t risk myself in the future,” Na promised in a very sincere voice. “I now understand your own concerns. It hurt.”

“Alright, alright. I understand. I love you all, too. I was fine, but I’ll make sure I have a way out to be safe. I promise,” Ash declared. “Now, let’s get this rat carved up and take its core. It’ll be nice to have materials like this. I think it’ll make great artifacts.”

“It’s a person,” Rou said from not far away. “It’s a person in the rat. That’s not the core we’re feeling.”

“A person?” Ash repeated. Then his brain gave him the answer. “The Qi Lord that was swallowed. Apparently, he wasn’t dead? Someone, cut him out of there.”

No one moved.

“Rou… please?” Ash asked instead, realizing everyone still wanted to hug.

A large chunk of death Qi fled the rat in the next moment and shot to Hui.

There was a moment he felt a flutter of life Qi against his privates.



It’s… Hui?





Holy crap I didn’t—



Hui tilted her head closer to him and caught his ear between her lips. She began nibbling at his earlobe.



Holy shit.
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The Qi-Lord was worthless.

Absolutely, perfectly, totally worthless.

Seconds after Rou had cut them free, they were off and running. Stumbling down the road back toward the camp at the base of the prison.

Trailing behind him were stomach acids and what looked a lot like semi-digested chunks of meat that fell off his clothes.

Even now, as the group collectively watched him scurry off, there was likely nothing that could be said to stop him.

There had been no words on the part of the Qi-Lord either, just getting their feet to the ground and then rushing off.

“I expected something different. Something… more… grand from a Qi-Lord,” Tala mused. “They were supposed to be strong and cunning, I thought. Perhaps I’m comparing them to Ren. I like Ren.

“Or… or perhaps my Elegant Self has brain-rot from thinking about Ashley too often. Ashley and cuddling. That’s perhaps more likely the case.”

“No… it’s not brain rot,” Moira countered. “He just… really ran away. I believe he soiled his britches as well.”

“I think we are forgetting that the resources of the Qi-Lords no longer matter,” Jia stated. “They came from a world of low Qi and the Qi-Lords had the resources or skills available to them to acquire that Qi. To utilize it and make it theirs without anyone else being able to nay-say them, other than other Qi-Lords.

“There is no limitation out here, however. The Qi is plentiful and quite thick. It’s very pure, even compared to our own realm.

“There is no resource scarcity and one can cultivate easily here. Resources are certainly more plentiful as well.

“The influence of the Qi-Lords is likely… broken.”

“Haha, yeah! Get outta here. No room for you in the Sheng realm!” Xiuying called at the man’s back as he ran on. Blood seemed to be liberally splattered across Xiuying’s face in an odd way.

Turning, she looked at Ash and gave him a bright smile, then stuck her tongue out and tilted her head to the side.

“That rat tail came down the road and crushed like seven of the big rats in front of me!” she said, her mouth turning into a cute pout. “Then I fell over and ended up in… uhm… Mei’s chest.”

“At which point I ended falling to the side and stabbing a beast that’d gotten too close to Chunhua,” Mei added, looking confused in that moment. Then she smiled and looked at Xiuying. “Forgive us for trying to make your fortune our own, Sister. It’s hard… hard to not… want… to keep you near us at all times.”

“I mean… I don’t mind? You’re all treating me kindly. You’re not trying to use me in a bad way or expect anything of me.

“You just want me to be near and… you’re kind to me,” confessed Xiuying with a laugh. “I’ve been around people who really want me for their own ends.

“You’re… all of you… you’re nothing like that. Not in any way, shape, or form.

“You never blame me when something doesn’t go your way that you think should because I’m there or get mad when things don’t work out and yell at me.

“Hui lost her hand, and no one yelled at me for not being lucky enough or said that it shouldn’t have happened with me being there. In fact, I don’t think-I don’t think anyone even looked at me when it happened.”

Ash blinked at that and raised his eyebrows.

He had no idea what Xiuying had dealt with previously, but it sounded like an incredibly selfish mindset.

One that sacrificed everything else for their own gains.



Then again… that’s what I’ve seen time and time again from Cultivators.





From this realm.





Nothing else matters, gimmie mine, get out of my way, I’ll sell you for a coin.



“— just happy to see me! Even if I’ve done nothing at all,” Xiuying continued, laughing softly and patting one hand into the other while twisting her body to the side. Once again, it looked very cute. “So… no, I don’t care that you all want me around. Because you want me around for who I am as well as what my… ability… is.

“It’s no different than how you treat Ash. You don’t hold him to any faults he has, despite what you think should be happening with a Fated One.”

“You’re a good person, Sister,” Moira remarked, and gently laid a wing around Xiuying’s shoulders.

Ash wanted to prove a point to her suddenly.

“Xiuying, my pretty good luck charm… you’re a wonder. Now… quickly think and act for me, where do we go, point with a hand?” Ash asked, snapped his fingers, and then gestured at her with both hands.

Xiuying’s right hand shot up and pointed straight toward the city where it rose to a hilltop.

And the building that sat atop it.

“Well, there we go. Also, you really shouldn’t worry about what your ability is, Xiuying.

“I wanted to make a point and that’s why I asked you to give us a direction,” Ash said with a laugh. Then gestured at the very same building. “Because I think every single one of us would have pointed at that and said that’s where we should go.

“Sometimes Luck is no better than common sense. I want you around because you’re a good person I can relate to, who also makes me laugh. You brighten my existence.”

“I make you laugh?” she asked, her eyebrows going up, a beautiful smile curling her lips.

“Yes, you’re a bright and shiny ray of happiness for me. Now… let’s get going. We still have no idea what happened here,” Ash murmured and simply threw the rat into the Hall.

Someone would break it down at some point for fun.

Walking up to the building on the hill, the group did so without issue.

There were fluctuations in the Qi surrounding them that left him with the realization that there were monsters around them. Lurking in the shadows and the buildings, they watched.

They stalked the group.

But did nothing.

When Ash and company reached the building, it was obvious it’d been the nest of the rats.

The chewed bones of countless animals and humans were strewn about in all directions. Though the bones that littered the top layers of the piles didn’t look human.

Those were all at the bottoms of the piles, in darkened corners, or hidden about.

What signs of civilization they did see were all very old.

Old, decrepit, and forgotten.

Whatever had happened here seemed as if it were long ago.

Long, long, long ago.

“I think the diary is extremely old,” Chunhua remarked while trudging over to a wall. She reached out and gently prodded at what looked to be the remains of a bookshelf.

The moment her finger touched the wood, it toppled to one side.

It looked like the only thing that’d been remaining was a shell of some sort, the interior of the wood had rotted away somehow from the inside.

“Yes, it would seem that it has been a long time since the bunker became a prison,” agreed Jia. “The buildings on the way in were quite… problematic. I do not think they would remain standing after much more than a single heavy blow. Though that seems more to do with the sturdiness of the building being exceptional to begin with.”

Xiuying tripped over herself and slammed face first into the ground.

Whining, the pretty cultivator began rubbing her nose.

Rou and Hui gently lifted her up and began to brush her off. The former quickly giving her a check, the latter smoothing out her clothes and getting the dust off.

All while Xiuying sniffled and rubbed at her nose and forehead, looking frustrated and grateful.



They baby her.





Ha… it’s cute.



Even as Ash started the thought, Locke was already behind Xiuying. Gently rubbing her on the back and murmuring consolingly to her.



And you baby her, too.





“Of course I do. Luck is luck. She’ll always end up coming up the right way when it really counts, but she trips, falls, breaks her nails, stubs her toe, and generally has a lot of bad things happen.





“You should baby her, too, you know.”



Blinking, Ash realized Locke was right.

Turning, he immediately walked over to Xiuying whose eyes flicked to him as he neared. They widened as he came closer.

Locke, Rou, and Hui all let their hands fall. They all looked curious.

“Are you alright, my poor Xiu?” he asked as all four women looked to him. He’d deliberately taken a tone of concern. “You’re allowed to complain. To be hurt. You’re allowed to cry and whine. It isn’t weak. It’s honest.”



I’ve told everyone else the same, and so far, only Tala has really heard me.





Is that a cultivator thing again?





“Yes. It very much is. Uhm… you know… I bumped my elbow the other day. I could use some attention. I could really use you making sure I’m okay. A full physical, maybe?





“Check me head to camel-toe?”



Xiuying bit her lip, looked as if she was battling something in her head, then shook it. A full pout came on her and she stuck her lower lip out.

“I bit my tongue when I fell, and I think I bruised my forehead,” she whined, shuffling forward toward him. It reminded him of a girlfriend he’d had a long time ago. “And-and on the way here, I smooshed my pinky toe on a brick. Then-then I stepped on a board with a nail in it and it went through my foot, and it all hurt.

“I’m a Cultivator for sure, but everything here hurts me almost too easily. It’s all made out of material that’s stronger than me.”



She’s not that weak, is she?





Is this the Fortune’s Chosen side effect again?





“Yes. Though she gets a lot of benefits by being your Fortune’s Chosen as a Fated One. She wasn’t wrong to try and pair herself with you.





“If I were in her position, I’d have forced it, probably, and rushed it too. She’s handled it very well and just been herself around you.”



Ash nodded his head at Xiuying’s words, put his arms around her shoulders, and drew her to himself. Patting her on the back of the head, he just held her against himself.

Then he saw the surprised looks from Hui, Chunhua, and Na.

Mei had a smile on her face, as did Jia. The two of them looked insanely smug at the moment.



“They keep telling everyone that you’re like this. You’re just proving them right.





“There was a time, not long ago, that Na was suffering mentally with the mental gymnastics she was going through, seeing you as her lover and master, but not as a cultivator would.





“Mei talked her through it and Jia as well. Even I pitched in. But they kept telling her to come to you about it.





“It would’ve solved it faster if she had, but she’s fine now. Honestly… I think the only one with any room to grow mentally anymore is Hui but… I don’t think it’s far off.





“They’re all very much aware of your views of Cultivators and are making changes. Isn’t it wonderful?





“As if someone was pushing their mentalities around in the background? Telling them tips and hints? That every time they tested them out, they got positive results?





“Only to end up feeding right back into the same loop?





“Hm? Hm hm hm? Hmmmmmm?”





I’ll reward you desperately, my Locke Sheng. You need only direct me later.



“Well, this seems somewhat a waste,” Na complained and sighed, peering at a mess that looked as if it had once been some type of creature. “We will collectively be richer after we knock the dust from this place off our clothes.

“While we are the conquering kings, these defeated bandits had nothing to offer us at all other than their lives.”

Still holding Xiuying, who was curled up into herself while pressed in close and tight to him, Ash looked to Moira.

“Dearest and beloved Moira, would you go up into the air and search the surrounding areas for me?” he asked with a smile for her.

To which she smiled in return. Her wings quickly slid out from behind her partway and hovered there.

“Yes. I would be glad to do so,” Moira agreed, then gestured to her side.

Her Sparrow-Golem appeared, clearly being pulled from a storage device of some sort.

It landed on Moira’s shoulder and looked quite content.

“I wish I could bring Lee out more often,” Siu lamented. “But I just can’t risk him. My poor Lee. Though it’s nice that he lives in the Hall with all the others. Thanks again, Locke.”

“Of course! I’m just glad I can summon and send everything just like I used to. I had no idea how much that prison really restricted us all,” Locke remarked. “Or did, at least. After we altered the controls it’s no different than most of the outside realm.”



Oh… that… makes too much sense.





I should have put Hub there.





“I already did, sweetheart. I did promise to take care of all the little things, didn’t I? You made me your housewife and all. How could I not?





“Mei is such a sweetie, by the way. She and I are doing wonderful things to really bring your Harem in line. We’ve already gone through and made a list of all the Brides we need to slowly get you closer to.





“I didn’t want anyone getting closer, but Mei and Jia convinced me otherwise. We need more strength and… well… the closer they are to you, the more their power grows.





“Liu is an amazing example. She is stronger than Gen now, despite being crippled. She is a de-facto realm lord because of her closeness to you.”



Moira left the room to go scout for them.

“Ah… Ashley? I want to talk to you about some hurts I’ve felt as of late. Ones that made me feel quite foolish and weak, but I should discuss it with you,” Na offered quickly in the silence. “If you don’t mind? Please?”

“I too would like to talk. My Elegant Self is… I’m still upset about you being taken away by the rat,” Tala added.

“I, as well,” Jia concurred.

“Yes, please,” agreed Chunhua.

“Alright. Uh… therapy sessions for everyone. Let’s go to the Manse. We can check in with the Brides and chat there,” Ash said. “Moira will need some time to figure out which way we should go, too.”

“Please take care of my Sisters,” Xiuying stated quickly and moved away from him, patting his shoulder. “They have needs of you as well.”





***





Setup on the outskirts of the city, Ash and company were enjoying a light breakfast. Moira had come back after having flown several hours in multiple directions and hadn’t found anything.

She’d returned just in time for the evening.

At which point, they’d all returned to the Manse, spoken with a number of Brides, and made plans.

Ren had also joined them once she heard that everyone was there.

The forced relocation of everyone who didn’t belong in the Sheng Alliance was going well. More Qi-Lords had been forced out, and now there was no one left who could resist Ren.

She, the Brides, and the Knights were systematically clearing out every area and making sure of it. They could feel if someone was opposing the momentum of Ash’s Dao for some reason, and had quickly ejected anyone who stood out to them.

Locke chalked it up to him forcing his Dao back to everyone else through the pledges.

Given that all the pledge statues were in his middle Dantian, that seemed appropriate.

It also felt like the power that he was exerting over them all felt uncomfortably high to him.

When he brought it up, Locke laughed, abducted him, drained him of his worries, and then Siu drained him of his libido.

The two of them worked in concert to leave him as little more than an empty husk in his bed in the Hall.

“— think I should fly further to the north this time,” Moira murmured as her Sparrow golem flew around the other golems. They were all out and about right now as they ate.

A single meal a day was the most the group needed anymore, given their power levels.

Even that was a bit much at times, but Ash felt like it kept him grounded to being a human. The worst cultivators seemed to distance themselves from their own humanity.

Lee had sauntered over to Ash as Moira spoke and was now sprawled out on his lap.

To which Siu had joined them and was trying to coax Lee off Ash.

“I think that’s a good direction,” Na murmured. “It’s regretful that none of us can fly as you do, Sister. I apologize for you taking on the brunt of all that work.”

Moira snickered at that, and her large eyes moved around from person to person, before settling on Na again.

“I enjoy having a specific purpose all my own. Nor do I feel particularly bothered,” she admitted. “I shall go now. I’ll return once I’ve performed my search.”

Ash nodded his head and caught Moira’s eyes.

“Be safe. I nearly lost you once already,” he requested.

Moira gave him a pretty smile. Her large eyes crinkling at the edges.

“Of course,” she said, and then rocketed up into the air.

“I want a unique purpose,” Mei grumbled and looked to Jia. “How can we be more unique?”

Jia opened her mouth, sighed, then closed it. With a shake of her head, she seemed to have given up on whatever thought she’d had.

Then she smiled from ear to ear.

“I am afraid we are but cultivators, Mei. Thankfully, our dear Ashley cares for us as people,” Jia offered. “Have you forgotten already? Did he not see you as Mei and wanted… only Mei?”

Mei winced, let her gaze drop to the ground, then laughed.

“Aaaayaah… thank you, Jia,” Mei said while continuing to laugh. “I think—”

Moira slammed back into the ground not far away.

“Beasts are coming. They’ll be here in only a minute. We can escape on foot, but I think they could run us down if they wished,” she blurted out.

“Well, let’s… see what this is about and if we’re fighting. A lot of these monsters demonstrated either great instincts or intellect,” Ash grumbled and gently set Lee to the side. Then he stood up and offered his hands to Siu and Locke both. “If the worst comes and we can’t win, we’ll just go to the Hall or the Manse. It’s not as if we can’t wait in either location for a while.

“The other Brides could bring us anything we needed to the Manse, and we can move from the Manse to the Hall directly.

“You could monitor the space we left even if we were inside, right Locke?”

“Of course!” she said with a grin, holding tightly to his hand after standing up with his aid. “What am I if not a perfect housewife? The Hall is my area of expertise and that includes the return point!”





Twenty-One





A Golem in the shape of a small monkey trundled away quickly from the group before anyone could grab it and throw it into a storage device.

“Ashley, do forgive me, but I’m just not suited to combat with beasts,” pleaded Siu, moving in close to his back. He felt a cool hand press to the middle of his spine and remain there.

There was a flash of extreme sexual need followed by it being stripped away. Leaving Ash feeling a lot like he’d had a perfect climax and was in the after-effects.



Honestly, I didn’t even notice her doing anything in the last fight.





What’d she do, my beautiful Locke Sheng?





“She kept your body chemically ready for extreme combat. You were heightened to a point that you were like a bow drawn all the way back.”





Ah… that makes sense.





Not something I’d notice, but something that would show results if tested and measured.





I did feel pretty good in that fight.





Also, is she getting bigger in the chest? I feel like her body is shifting.





Is that due to her Dao?





“Exactly so on all counts, my handsome and intelligent Ashley. I always find myself to be so fortunate that I find you very attractive.





“It’s extremely likely she’ll end up similar to me in body shape.”



Ash’s mind blanked out somewhat at the compliment.

An arm wrapped around his waist, and he felt a warm body press against his back.

Then a warm breath washed over his neck.

“Oh me, oh my, this doesn’t seem right. Ashley, what do we do?” Siu purred.

Blinking, Ash looked out to the area in front of himself.

Coming toward them was a throng that looked as different from what they’d experienced yesterday as night and day.

Shuffling along was a large group of beasts. They didn’t seem to be moving toward them with any great speed or awareness of his group, but had the look of a merchant troupe.

One and all they were some type of ape or gorilla. Ash wasn’t really sure of the difference if he was being honest with himself.

For all he knew, a gorilla was an ape and he’d thought of it wrong this entire time.



“A gorilla is an ape, yes.”





Figures.



They were wearing odd backpacks that fit them as if made for them. Trundling along on all fours and moving clearly for the city.

“We wait,” Ash declared, feeling nervous and excited. “We see what happens and go from there.”

The whole goal of moving away from the prison was twofold.

Finding the exit to get back to the original realm was the primary goal.

The second was to gather information.

It seemed information might be forthcoming momentarily.

“If they have backpacks, that means they really are intelligent. You wouldn’t be traversing the landscape like that unless you were moving, trading, or adventuring,” remarked Chunhua. “This is a good turn of events if they can help us with information. But… who should speak for us if they can speak? If it were a cultivator, it would be best to send Locke or Siu out were they male, and Ashley if female.

“How… does one try to gain an advantage with a beast?”

At the same time the words were spoken, the beasts collectively seemed to notice Ash and his people. They stopped dead in their tracks and stared.

To which Ash and company stared back.

The Golem Monkey was toddling around in the area between the two groups and seemingly unaware of the staring contest. It gladly rolled around, picked up a rock threw it, then chased after it.

“Ah… uhm… that…” Xiuying began to whimper.

The monkey began moving back toward Ash’s group. It’d found a small berry bush and tore it out of the ground.

It was now running to Xiuying with three limbs as it held out the small bush.

“You-you silly… that… why?” asked Xiuying as the monkey ran right up to her.

It quickly clambered up her, gripping at her knee, hip, then elbow, to land against her side. Holding the bush up.

“Yes, thank you,” mumbled Xiuying, taking the uprooted bush away. “Naughty little thing.”



When did she bind it to her?





“Since the start. It happened on accident when she dropped a tomato out of her sandwich, and it landed on its head.”





I… of course, that happened.





Of course.



The beasts were now moving forward again. One and all their gazes were locked on Ash’s group, but they didn’t seem aggressive.

They were, however, extremely cautious.

Their ranks had been quickly reordered and the very large members of their group were at the front.

“Strength?” Mei mused. “We should show strength, but passively?”

“I would think so, Sister,” Jia agreed, then she turned and looked to Hui.

“Yes. Strength. Passively. Ashley… ah… Ashley, yes. Would you please utilize your Dao? Spin it up and let it run without doing anything? Be sure to pull on your Brides and Knights as well,” Hui advised.

Ash immediately did so, pulling on all the chains, firing up his Dao, and feeding it a steady amount of Qi, but not pushing it into action.

“— that way… oh… ah… yes. Exactly that,” Hui trailed off. Ash hadn’t bothered to listen to her explanation. He trusted her.

Hui laughed suddenly and blew out a breath.

“Thank you for your confidence in me, Ashley. I should say aloud that I wish to have sexual relations with you,” Hui blurted out.

“How… how do all of you always manage to throw out red flags and death statements?” Ash grumbled as the beasts came on.

Stating such a thing right before what could likely be a fight to the death was just asking for something terrible to happen.

“It’s okay, I’m here!” Xiuying declared with a cheer. “No deaths allowed! The Fortune’s Chosen has married the Fated One!”

“Now… now you’re just asking for them to drop rocks from the sky! Rocks fall, everyone dies, stop!” hissed Ash.

“Hehehe, it’ll be fine! I’m-I’m Fortune’s Chosen!” professed Xiuying.

The beasts came to a stop roughly forty feet away.

“Greetings?” one of them called out.

“Greetings,” Ash replied after a slight hesitation.

The words spoken had been in the language that he’d learned when they found the diary. The derived mixture of languages he’d forced everyone to learn.

“You’re… humans,” the beast who had spoken said.

It almost sounded like a question in a way.

“Yes. We are,” confirmed Ash.

“Are you part of the Shadows?” asked the beast.

“Who? We were in the prison. We only recently escaped,” Ash explained, then gestured to the massive tower behind them. It was still quite visible even at this distance given its size. “We know nothing of this realm or what’s gone on here. There are other humans?”

“Some… some. They work with a group called Shadows. They’re… not normal. They move from body to body as needed,” the beast rumbled. “We came here to trade with the Rishaki.”

“Are those the big rats?” Ash asked. “If they are, they attacked us and tried to kill us. I killed a very big rat that tried to eat me.”

The large ape-like monster blinked, their head jerking back fractionally at that bit of news. Then shook it and sat down on its rear end.



“They’re not individually very strong. Most of them are just peak Empowered Mortals. There’s one Enlightened Mortal. Or as dear Xiu would say. Lots of rank one Mortals. Only one rank two Mortal.





“They aren’t a problem individually, but they outnumber us significantly. It would be difficult to handle it without injuries.”



“This is unexpected. They weren’t very kind, but they were a dedicated trading partner,” the monster said, then flicked its eyes to Ash. “Are there more of you?”

“Quite a few. Lots. More than there were rats,” Ash conceded. “Most of them are leaving the prison and will likely move into this city.

“Would… you care to open up trade with us? Though most of them won’t speak your language. Please give them time to learn to speak it.”

“Do… they speak the language of the dead?” asked the ape in the kingdom’s tongue.

“They do,” agreed Ash. “Though… of the dead? What happened in this realm? There was a diary left behind that spoke of a great plague.”

“Yes… the dead. The plague did indeed do exactly that,” the beast confirmed. “Outside of you, and the Shadows that live in the Tomb, there are no other humans. This realm was eradicated to the last.”

Blinking slowly, Ash digested that.

He had no idea who the Shadows were, but he had a suspicion.

There was only one unaccounted force here that Ash could think of. The people who killed themselves and the Demonic Cultivators.

“Do they tend to kill themselves?” Hui asked, apparently having the same thought as himself. “The Shadows that is. Perhaps use an attack that is a bright beam of light and cuts through anything?”

“Yes. Yes! They do both of those things. They’ve caused many such deaths in that way,” agreed the ape, sounding quite upset about it. “The Pigs and Lions have allied with the Shadows, and our people stay out of their way.

“Though I think our own people have done better than either of those fools who allied them. I’ve heard tell that they lose countless people to the Shadows as sacrifices or tributes.”



Hm.





It would seem there is indeed a fair amount of politics here. Things are going on and happening, and we’ll need more information.





Though… these Shadows… it makes me worried.



“I see. Are the… Lions, Pigs, and Shadows collectively aggressive?” Hui asked. “Should we be looking to form alliances or collectives?”

“Maybe,” the beast said with a shrug of its broad shoulders. “The Tigers, Horse, Mice, and Chimpanzees have all banded together and brought war upon them.

“It’s a stalemate for most of the year, though every summer it heats up. The snow makes it hard for them to have open warfare.

“Though the ones with Qi that corresponds to the winter months do tend to get a bit more rowdy during those times, too.”

Ash smiled.

He most certainly had found a font of information to draw upon.

“I’m Ash. Ash Sheng. These are all my wives,” he said, gesturing at those around him. “Could I get your name? Also, is there anything I could offer you after your journey? While I’m not your expected trade partner, I’d love to open relations to that end.”

“Ah, yes. That’d be wonderful. We’re a bit tired as we traveled overnight rather than rest out in the open,” the ape mused. “I am Ashiok. The head of this troupe.”

“Ashiok. Let’s see if I can’t get you some refreshments and place to lay your heads,” Ash suggested and then started going through everything that’d been thrown into the Hall.

There’d been more than a few times he had lamented all the random things that people put into it, but at this moment, he was suddenly glad for it.





***





“— that’s it,” Ashiok stated and leaned away from the map.

Chunhua and Rou had created it from magical elements and were modifying it based on what Ashiok told them.

The rest of his troupe were all dozing amongst the various pavilions, umbrellas, and sunshades that Ash had pulled out for them. Many of them dropping straight away into sleep as soon as the shade had been provided there in the grass.

“Thank you,” Hui whispered, staring at the map even as Chunhua and Rou pulled a strange table looking object out of nowhere. The pair quickly stuck the spell into it and seemed to lock it into place.

Chunhua stuck her hand against the table and did something that felt a lot like locking mana into place.

“Oh, that’s my stupid spell holding table,” Ash blurted out, suddenly realizing what it was.

“Yes. I bring it with me,” Chunhua agreed, fiddling with something on the side. “Rou and I have modified it along with Locke. It now serves many purposes and I treasure it.”

There was a pop and then the map shifted away from the table and expanded in front of them. It was easily six feet in length now in every direction.

“Goodness. That’s impressive,” Ashiok stated, gazing at the map. “And the details translated very well, though I’m afraid maybe I gave you some things that were wrong.”

“This is a perfect starting point, actually,” Locke mused, looking at it. “Moira and I can add this to the map we’d been putting together. As we go, we’ll just keep expanding on it.”

“You are… very different than my original expectation,” Ashiok grumbled, looking around at everyone. He didn’t seem angry, just concerned.

“What were you expecting?” Ash asked curiously, looking away from the map.

“I don’t know. But this wasn’t it. The Shadows do not act like this, and the records that we’ve found of the previous humans… this wasn’t it either,” Ashiok explained. “They all demanded things of one another. Took things.

“Killed, bribed, stole, or robbed anyone or anything they could. A people without morals or scruples. Corruption ran rampant and the only thing that wouldn’t be stolen would be a red-hot stove that was nailed down.”

Ash grinned at that.

Ashiok’s view of Cultivators and their society matched his own.

“They really are a terrible people, aren’t they?” he asked with a laugh. “Given how power works, though, you can’t really fault them.

“An entire system with Cultivators serving as protectors of weaker cultivators would need to be put in place. Along with a great deal of checks and balances.

“It’d require work, effort, and investment on the part of those in charge. If they don’t care enough to do it, it’d never happen.

“I’m not talking about anything as silly as an entire government change or the like.

“Just… maybe… not having an entire way of life built over bragging, corruption, and generally treating everyone else as a resource.”

“My elders said they acted like insects,” Ashiok offered. “Without care for one another and no sense of pack.”

Ash snorted at that.

It wasn’t something he could naysay, as it was quite right.

“You’re not wrong. It’s all we ever knew, before,” Hui agreed forcefully. “Ashley Sheng, our husband, a Fated One, has shown us it doesn’t have to be the same.

“There is another path we can walk. Where we are still Cultivators, yearning to become the best, while also preserving the ability for others to reach up.”

To Ash, it sounded rather pretentious.

Even if he was the one who put the ideas in their heads, it still sounded pretentious. As if his world view was the only right one.



“Well. Maybe not the only right one, but it’s one worth trying. I’m sure we’ll make mistakes as we try to implement it. It’ll likely come down to you forcing everyone to behave the way you want, ‘or else’ but… even then… even then such an ideal life might be worth it.





“Or maybe I’m just waxing poetically about it because I hope you’ll reward your ever loyal housewife later?”



Grinning, Ash looked to Ashiok.

“What’re your plans? It might help us with our own choices,” Ash asked. “You’re our first contact with this world, and with the information you’ve given us, we now have to make our own way in it.”

“We will trade with the people here as we intended. You’re in charge?” asked the ape.

“No. I’m in charge in the fortress. What was once a prison,” Ash said and once more pointed to the large structure looming not far off. “There’s a camp at the foot of it of the people I’ve ejected from it. Those people will likely fill the camp as well as the city.

“Me and my people will remain in the fortress. We’d welcome trade with you, though I do know that those in the city would also wish to trade.”

Ashiok looked to be digesting that, then nodded his head once.

“We would prefer to trade with you and your people. How would we do that?” Ashiok asked curiously.

“We can just work out an expected date to meet up at the foot of the fortress,” Ash suggested, looking to Jia and Mei. “Dears?”

Jia and Mei both immediately brightened in a smile.

“That would be most expedient,” Jia agreed, glancing at Mei, then back to Ash and Ashiok. “I would suggest the second day of the week. Or every other second day.”

“Ah, that would be quite acceptable,” Ashiok said with a rumbling laugh. “Would you escort us there after we rest? After we trade, we can take you back to our tribe. It would be a good place for you to start your journey.

“We border with a number of neutral tribes as well as the Horse tribe. They would be a good source of information about the Shadows and their ilk.”

“Then… let’s do that,” affirmed Ash with a smile.

“I need to go let Ren know he’s coming,” Siu murmured to Locke and looking to the other woman. Ash didn’t think he’d been supposed to hear that, but he found himself constantly straining to hear anything Siu ever said.

There was an attraction to her that was growing stronger.

Possibly because she threw his sex drive into a wild state, often, and saw him so frequently when he was intimate with others but hadn’t approached him again for herself after the very first time.

“—I’ll let her know through the Manse Brides,” Locke suggested. “There’s always one from the facility there just in case, and one from the prison. You can use the Manse ring if you’re standing beneath the hole at the bottom of the fortress.”

“Oh? Fascinating,” whispered Siu. Then her eyes slid to the side and caught Ash staring at her.

She smiled at him, raised her fan, flicked it open, then covered most of her face with it. Lightly fanning herself as Locke vanished.

Likely into the Manse to go alert a Bride.

“Ah, Ashiok, could we discuss what goods you are likely to offer?” Jia asked.

Na and Mei had formed up around Jia and looked eager for the discussion.

Everyone else was distracted with other things and looked to be trying to accomplish whatever task they were on.

He could tell Siu was still smiling though, given the way her eyes looked.

Deciding he wanted to push a bit, he put his hands behind his back and slowly walked over to her.

Siu noticed immediately.

Her fan started to move a bit more swiftly, her shoulders stiffened, and her eyes widened above the rim of the fan.

“Siu Sheng,” Ash said quietly as he came to a stop before her.

“Yes… Ashley Sheng?” she asked in a tight voice.

“It seems like Hui has made her desires known,” he began, glancing over to where Hui stood. She was staring at him as she often was wont to do. He smiled at her, to which she smiled brightly in return. Then he looked back to Siu. “You asked first though. So… would… my dear Siu wish to have a meal in the Hall with me sometime soon? Just the two of us?”

Siu’s breathing had grown louder. He could hear her panting now as they held each other’s gaze. The fan was fluttering mechanically in a jerky way at the moment.

The smallest bit of her face he could see over the fan looked to be bright red as well.

“Yes,” she hissed. “Please. Just… don’t think less of me once we’re alone. My Dao has been very demanding, and it’s been very… hard… to control it.

“Ever since the first experience we shared… it’s been very tough to hold in check.”

Ash was fairly certain her Dao was less and more than anyone had admitted.

That it was likely his sexual desires and his alone, or some variation of that.

The pink bubble that often was representative of her power encompassed him and her.

As it surrounded him, he felt an electrical crackle between himself and Siu.

Who was now just about gasping for breath as her whole body shook from head to toe.

He’d never looked away from her, and she never had either.

All the while, he had deliberately been thinking a lot of highly sexualized thoughts about Siu, at Siu, for Siu.

Even going so far as to momentarily grab the chain he shared with her, and push gently at his Dao to direct his personal momentum toward Siu.

The results of his attention were clear.

“My Dao… aches,” moaned Siu, her pupils becoming little more than pinpricks as the pink bubble around them began to rumble and shake.

Her control was slipping.

“How about now?” he suggested. “Rather than wait? I also want a full explanation of your Dao. Every detail.”

“Yes,” she got out in a groan. “Please.”

So, Ash took her to the Hall.

Being active was his current goal, after all.

That and he couldn’t deny he did want to steal Siu away to a bedroom.





Twenty-Two





The trip to Ashiok’s tribe had been uneventful.

Two days at a rather sedate pace that left Ash feeling tied down and slow.

Or at least, a sedate pace for Ash.

While he and his group could run for extreme distances, Ashiok’s people could not. The distance they covered was incredible if one considered it from a citizen’s perspective at least.

From Ashiok’s people’s settlement, Ash and company had turned to a road that apparently would lead them to Horse tribe.

It was a road long beaten down by people traveling between the two tribes for trade.

Ash had a number of thoughts about how these beast tribes worked. That they were all fascinating, but fragile, to his thinking.

Their population centers were small, their numbers limited, and they couldn’t cross-breed or expand their head-count much.

They were magical beasts after all.

Animals that were exposed to a great deal of Qi, through whatever means it may be. Only to become enlightened and then grow an awareness of the world.

Sentience, as it were.

It wouldn’t take more than a few accidents, deaths, or a virulent sickness, to wipe out the magical beast tribes’ power structure.

The fact that some tribes were waging war on each seemed unlikely and impossible to Ash now.

That didn’t even take into account a group raiding another just to kill them for their cores.

Which would likely be quite powerful.

Even Ash had to admit he had briefly considered what it would be like to go after the opposing side for cores.

The cores he could get from them would be substantially stronger than anything else he had ever encountered.



If I used them to try and make an artifact, I could probably succeed.





Ashiok’s alone is likely already stronger than anything I’ve gotten my hands on.





I could… I could probably make an artifact like the one the Brides use for the Manse.





If I built it out in a similar way, a large dollhouse-looking thing, and inscribed it from top to bottom… then stuck in one of those cores, it’d work.





Just make it a castle.





Call it the Castile or something.





I’ll use that giant Rat’s core as a test run for it. If it works, great, if it doesn’t, well… maybe next time.





“I like that. That’s a good plan. We should do that. When we go back to talk to Ashiok later we should ask if there happen to be any Beast Cores that they’d be willing to trade with.





“Or actually, ask if it’s considered bad form to ask about Cores. For all we know, they consider it to be part and parcel to their corpse and person.”





Good point.





We’ll need to do that.





Thanks, as ever, my dearest Locke.





“Of course! I still owe you for taking Siu off and giving her what she needed. Her Dao is so much easier to handle after it’s been ‘fed’ so to speak.”



In the end, Siu’s Dao had been incredibly simple.

It was very similar to Liu’s in many ways.

Her Dao was the extreme embodiment of Ash’s desires, wants, and libido. That she should be the center of it all, be part of it, and facilitate and curb it when needed.

Everything that went with that was a massive slew of emotional controls to help him in way too many situations.

Though, when he thought about it, sex and fighting often had similar chemical responses, so it made sense.



It was my pleasure.





Quite literally.





I’m just surprised she turned into such a cuddly and conservative thing.





Only you play any type of games or explore with me, Locke.





“And boy am I so glad about that. They’re all just… happy little vanilla girls who just want you on top of them and staring at them.





“Oh! I think there’s something up ahead. I can feel it. It’s so nice to be able to sense the Qi around us again. The prison really did restrict the range of it quite badly.”



“Locke said there’s something up ahead,” Ash said aloud, interrupting the conversation around him.

Everyone stopped talking and looked down the road they were walking.

Having enjoyed the casual conversation at a leisurely pace with Ashiok, everyone had stated they wished to walk to their next destination. There was no need to rush or run.

Ash had seen them building bonds amongst themselves that were more than just “a fellow Bride” or “I can trust my back to them”.

They had been developing actual friendships that matched their claims of “Sister”.

Jia and Hui had surprisingly gotten along incredibly well.

“Locke, you could have just told all of us,” Mei teased, reaching over to prod at the other woman. Mei and Locke had actually become friends as well.

Immediately followed by Locke telling Ash to forget everything about ever having a three-way with Mei.

“I was already chatting with Ash about something else and I just blurted it out,” Locke admitted. “It feels like a gathering point for Qi, but there’s also… some strange circulations going on there.”

“Oh? Oh. I want to talk to Ash in his head, too,” Xiuying said. “It’s hard to get time alone with him.”

There was no response to her words.

Likely because they all actually had alone time with him quite often, in fact.

His bed was getting an incredible workout and Ash’s libido was being force-fed and drained repeatedly.

Not that he was complaining, but he did feel somewhat bad at how it almost felt like a game of spin-the-bottle. Only the person he was with last spent the night in his bed.

“We should ready ourselves,” Hui advised. “We are in hostile territory, after all. And we still don’t know if that virus remains. There’s no telling if it was based in Qi and has hung around.

“If it is indeed whatever it was that wiped out the population, we should leave it to Ash to purify it. Just as he did the poison.”

Everyone was nodding their heads at that and quite literally got ready. Pulling weapons free, activating abilities, and in some cases, powering up a Dao.

Siu was a good example of that.

She had moved in behind Ash, stuck a hand on his back, ran her Dao up, and unfurled a fan to hold in front of her face. She could fight in hand-to-hand combat and would do well against other Cultivators.

Against spirits, beasts, or otherwise, she was at a disadvantage.

Locke turned her head as they continued to walk and looked off to one side.

“It’s that way. It’s not on the path. I thought… I thought it’d be on the path,” Locke muttered. “Should we go investigate it?”

“I feel like we should,” Moira offered with a sniff. “When I flew along this path earlier, I did see a few points of interest and we added them to the map.

“Chu, is there anything over there?”

Chunhua had already pulled out the table from her storage and held it up casually with one hand while staring at the map.

“No. There isn’t,” Chunhua reported and dismissed the table.

“In other words, it’s something that isn’t visible to the eye. My Elegant Self is a curious Bunny-Wife and would like to see what’s there,” Tala mused aloud, then turned her head to the side and gave Ash a cute smile and widened her eyes. One of her ears slowly flopped to the side and she looked like something out of an anime. “Would you like to explore with your curious and very sweet Bunny-Wife? Please?”

It was finished with a slight raising of her shoulders and a giggle that belonged more to Xiuying than Tala.

Ash wanted to say yes if only because whenever Tala acted like this, he was always rewarded for agreeing with her.

“I hate that you can switch between angry and overly cute like that,” Jia grumbled with a sigh, then also looked to Ash. “Though I would like to see what it is as well.”

There were several nodded heads to that.

Cultivators were curious, aggressive, and strangely romantic.

Tala wrinkled her nose, grinned even wider while holding Ash’s gaze, and gave her head a minute shake, making her ears wobble slightly.

Wanting him not to speak to her actions.

She’d confided in him that the saccharine sweet personality of hers that she often “faked” to get him to do things, was more in line with how she wanted to be.

How she felt more often than not, if she was honest with herself.

The gruff warrior’s exterior and her pride were walls built to defend that sweet center.

She was currently having difficulties trying to walk the line between the two.

Who she wanted to be, and who she made herself be.

“Then we’ll go explore, for my sweet Bunny-Wife if I need to state a reason,” Ash agreed. He’d cycled up his own Dao and let it build slowly. There was no reason to press on it until there was a need to do something.

He mentally saw it as a river passing by like this.

The group turned off the road and marched on, leaving the trail that had been well-worn by the Horses’ and Gorillas’ bilateral trade. They walked into knee-high length grasses that obscured much of what could be seen.

There were a number of trees here and there, but it was mostly open plains.

Ashiok had warned them that the further they went towards the lands of the Horse tribe, the more and more open it would become. That it would be less of the forest and jungle that marked the Ape tribe’s lands.

Now that they were moving this way, Ash could feel what Locke had been talking about. There was a gathering of Qi that didn’t feel right, as well as some oddities in it.

“It’s strange,” Ash mumbled as he touched the Qi currents. Letting his awareness dip into it and “taste” it.

The Qi was old.

Very old.

Old and concentrated in a way that it was cycling itself. Qi was being drawn in, but it was minimal. As if this concentration didn’t want Qi from the outside.

Almost as if it were trying to remain hidden.

Or as if it was locked away.

“It feels like the prison,” Chunhua commented as they moved through the grass. “As if the Qi is restricted.”

“I feel the same,” Ash agreed.

The land rolled gently, and the group suddenly found themselves looking down into a small gulley. At the center of it and just about folded into the land was a strange ruin.

It reminded Ash of a tomb in some ways, as well as what looked like several sacrificial altars. All of it was contained within the gulley.

“A place of worship?” Na asked. “It reminds me of several places of worship I visited as a child.”

“Yes. Yes, it does,” concurred Mei with a sigh. “It’s a tomb of sorts, and also a place where worship was done.

“Worshipping their ancestors and entombing them. What a worthless waste of our time. There’s no reason to bother with the bones of the long dead.”

“I almost feel bad in a way,” Rou murmured with a sigh. “No one will note them despite being discovered. If we mention this to others, they’ll come to rob it for nothing more than the stones that mark the sites.”

“It’s best to not speak of this in the future,” Hui concurred.

“We won’t be doing any of that. Because it’s more than any of that and it wants us to leave,” Ash ground out between his teeth.

His Dao had run up against something in those ruins and was now grinding away at it. Something that’d wanted Ash and his whole group to turn away, or turn around.

To ignore what they saw and write it off as nothing of interest.

The feeling was extreme, to put it lightly.

It felt a lot to Ash like the way he’d felt when a very strong Cultivator exerted their pressure over him at the edge of the veil. That it would change his perceptions just based on the difference in power alone.

Except Ash’s Dao didn’t allow him to be swayed to another’s momentum anymore.

He couldn’t be without allowing it or dying.

There was a high-pitched whine followed by a crack of thunder as the force that was pressing on his group shattered apart.

The long-standing Qi spell that’d been laid into the surroundings broke under the force of the snowflake that’d become a boulder rolling down the hill.



Soon I’ll be an avalanche.





Even tribulations aren’t a concern anymore.





“They’re really not. Kinda anti-climactic in a way. Now they’re just a resource for us to harvest whenever we can.





“Also, I didn’t even realize what was happening with the ruins. Whatever that was, it was effective against me. Against everyone.





“Your Dao kept you on your own path. The power of a Dao is immutable to its own cause.”





Does that mean that Siu knows every single want I would ever have in the bedroom?





“I… yes? Yes. Pity I don’t have a Dao but… that’s for living creatures.”





I mean, you’re alive right now.





Figure out what that body’s Dao could be, even if you yourself technically don’t have one.





Since, you know, you are that body now.





It would have had its own Dao at one point, right?



“It’s a portal? Or a plane?” Chunhua asked, sounding breathless. “I wanted to look away. To leave. But now I can see it. It leads somewhere else. Somewhere… old.”

“And unfriendly,” Rou stated. “I can feel the pain and anger roiling off it. I don’t… I probably shouldn’t go in there.”

“Or me,” Xiuying whined, grabbing hold of Rou’s hand and pushing in close to the Qi-Healer. “Sister, won’t you come to the Manse with me? Please?

“I suddenly feel like I really shouldn’t go down there. At all. Not for anything or anyone.”

“I… of course. But… what about everyone else?” Rou asked.

“I don’t know, but I know I shouldn’t go in there. Not for any reason,” Xiuying stated firmly, then vanished.

Sending herself into the Manse.

“Ah… sorry, but this isn’t a place for me according to Xiuying and… I’m going to trust in her,” Rou apologized and looked around. “Everyone, please make sure you come back to me in a way I can put you back together.”

Rou then vanished as well.

“It would seem we’ve found something unexpected and dangerous,” Mei mused.

“I’m always excited for fortunate encounters now,” Hui declared. “I should’ve realized my fight with Ash earlier was one such encounter. If I had joined him sooner, I think I could’ve been even stronger than I am now!”

“I don’t think so,” answered Ash out of hand as they continued to walk down into the ruins. He could feel the portal Chunhua had mentioned now.

It felt as if it was a hole in a wall.

A lot like when he had once tripped in his home with the Sheng family and his elbow struck the flimsy wall.

A hole had been put in the wall with ease.

Light would spill in through it and brighten the darkened hall it’d happened in.

“If you’d joined me then, all that would’ve happened was you would have taken Tala’s elemental spot,” he continued, not really thinking about the conversation but wanting to make sure Hui understood that she was perfect as she was. “In retrospect, your ability with Fire was only mediocre at best, Hui. Tala is a being that was made to be fire.

“An extremely hot and intense core surrounded by a more gradual warmth as it radiates outward. Something that can be tamed with care and fed into a bonfire equally.

“You were nowhere near her in affinity.

“Not to mention, your power is directly impacted by death. It doesn’t seem as if I’m running into fewer enemies as we go. It seems they’re ever greater.

“Only you could fill the role of my element of Life and Death while being my strategist.”

“Oh, my heavens we’re all unique,” hissed Na in a strangled voice. “Who was it that said they wished they had a unique position? We’re all unique. None of us have overlap.”

“I’m Earth,” Mei began as they closed in on the ruins. “Jia is Water, Na is… well, she’s Jade, now. She’s a unique Cultivator.

“Her jade powers are defensive in nature. Which fits her desires as well. To defend Ashley.

“Hui is Life and Death… Siu is his physical needs and everything that goes into that… Locke his emotions and his insight.

“Moira is Metal, Tala fire. Rou is our Qi-Healer and Chunhua our Elements expert and formations.

“Ying-Yue was our Wood and Alchemist but… now… it’s Xiuying. Who has the Wood element as well as Fire and Water.”

“It would seem Ashley draws in those he needs for certain roles,” Jia mused.

“Do we have any roles we’re missing? We should keep an eye out for it,” Chunhua stated. “Ahh… sound? Someone who falls into the cultivation of sound?”

“A Magical Beast that has enough power to transform?” suggested Moira. “I read several stories about that.”

Ash snorted at that and stepped up to the “hole in the wall” portal. He could feel that this was indeed where the ancient Qi was.

It was all around the portal and coming out of it as well.

There was nothing you could see with your eyes, but it was palpable, nonetheless.

“—yes. That’d be it. We should keep an eye out for it. Are there any other types of people like Ashley or Xiuying?” asked Tala. “Fated Ones, Fortune’s Chosen, stuff.”

“Ah… I think there’s a Heaven’s Selected? A Chosen of the Heavens?” Na answered. “But I’m not sure about this. We should ask someone else!”

“I’ll start combing through all the books in the Hall about any of that. I didn’t bother with them because I didn’t think they’d help us at all,” Locke pitched in.

Ash reached out and touched the portal.

There was immediate resistance to his touch. As if he were attempting to push two magnets toward one another but they had reversed polarities.

They were pushing at each other with a force equal to the force attempting to bring them toward one another.

“It’s another warding,” Chunhua whispered, slowly walking around the portal. “I could sense the previous one after you broke it, this is a similar one, but it is more like a locked door.

“The previous was a sign warning us away without us knowing it, before anyone asks.”

“Can we just punch through it?” asked Mei a second before she took a step toward the portal and quite literally punched it.

Her Earth borne strength was transmitted into her fist as it cracked into the portal.

There was a boom that felt a lot like a very heavy caliber rifle going off.

Jia was laughing and crossed her arms in front of her chest.

“Amusingly literal, Mei dear,” Jia teased.

Mei shrugged, grinned, and shook her hand briefly.

“It’s harder than anything I’ve ever encountered,” she said with a laugh.

Ash thought about it.

Thought about it and thought about it.

“Do you think Xiuying would be able to accidentally open it?” Ash asked, then sighed, and finally groaned. “Never mind. She said she shouldn’t be down here for any reason. That’d be a betrayal of her trust.

“She’s not… a good luck charm to be tossed around wildly. She’s a person.”

“Mmm, this is why my Elegant Bunny-Wife Self loves you so,” Tala purred, patting him on the back. She also leaned in closer to him, one of her ears flopping over his head. “You recognize what would normally happen, but have your own morals to hold you up.”

“Can we try drawing out the Qi?” Moira asked. “It’s bottled up and won’t let us in. Can we pull the Qi out?”

Hui had walked over to a memorial stone tablet that was off to one side.

Such things often explained who was buried there and why.

As well as often sometimes a brief synopsis of their lives.

She reached out to lightly run a finger along the words inscribed there.

“Ashley, this lists out the burial vault as nothing more than a local merchant and his family,” Hui remarked. “That means the portal might have nothing to do with the ruins and is here for another reason.

“Could it be where those who couldn’t get to the prison, went? Is this another bunker of sorts? Is it why the Qi is restricted?”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Ash wondered about her hypothesis.

Then he lifted up his hand that held the ring of the Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale. It’d opened many of the doors in the Prison’s command facility.

Despite it being found in a realm far from the prison.

“Maybe the ring is also from someone who escaped this realm. Someone powerful,” Ash mused. “They wouldn’t have the title ‘imperial’ for no reason after all.”

Ash then reached out and put the ring to the portal.

There was no response.

For only a second, at least.

Then there was a “whump”, followed by the world going black as the portal pulled them in.





Twenty-Three





They were standing on what felt like a floating island.

It only had a space that seemed approximately half a football field, with only a few trees on it. There were no bushes, no water, and no other landmarks.

Additionally, there was a handful of individuals standing about the island.

All of them stared at Ash and company.

“Ah?” said a woman who was near to Ash.

Or what might have been a woman if one only regarded her head.

She had the head of a woman on the body of a snake. Her hair was long and black, and her eyes were a bright brown.

Which made no sense to Ash in any way. It seemed comically impossible, in fact.

The body of a snake with a human head was akin to something out of a nightmare.

Next to her was a man that quite literally had four faces atop his head. Arranged in such a way he probably could see in every direction.

The third that was closest was a man in rags that looked like they’d fall off him. He had short horns that reminded Ash of a buffalo’s.

He was down on one knee and looked worn out and tired. His eyes had a strange cast to them that made Ash worry about their longevity.

Of the others that were here, they all seemed to be far more human looking than the other three. Dressed in robes and clothes that seemed far out of place as far as Ash knew.

“You… how… why are you here?” demanded the man with four faces from two of them.

“Exploration,” Ash explained simply with a shrug of his shoulders. “We found the Qi and got curious. Discovered the portal and here we are. That’s it.

“Who’re you all though? And why are you here? Did you trap yourselves here to escape the plague?”

“We’re-you’re just exploring?” the snake woman asked in an incredulous way.

“Yes,” Na affirmed, her jade spear held in her hand. “Exploring. Why are you here?”

“The Qi-Curse,” the four-faced man said. “Its… isn’t it everywhere?”

“No. Not as far as we can tell,” Ash began cautiously. “From what we can tell, it’s gone, but we’re not completely sure either.”

“You’re not sure?” one of the people in the back asked.

“We escaped from the emergency bunker,” offered Locke. “Do you know about that?”

“Ah! Yes!” the four faced man said excitedly. “The One Emperor has sent you to find us!”

Everyone stood there, not really sure what to say to this.

With that one statement, it was now clear that these people had sealed themselves up before the plague had reached its peak.

They didn’t know it seemed like their realm was dead.

“No,” Ash said when he realized everyone was looking to him to handle this. “No, he didn’t. The bunker was turned into a prison. No one ever escaped it, until now.”

“A prison?” the snake-woman asked.

“Yes. As far as we can tell… this realm is dead. There are very few humans alive. Those who are alive, are what we call Demonic cultivators. They use the Life energy of others as weapons. They also seem to kill themselves when threatened with capture or defeat,” Ash stated, getting straight to the point that would likely be the hardest, he imagined. “Even this… One Emperor, we’re pretty sure is dead. I found this ring on a different realm entirely than this one. It was nearly destroyed, as if it’d gone through a terrible fight. It’s a treasure of the Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale.”

Ash said it while holding up the ring.

He was fairly certain it was a family treasure of the One Emperor as he was called.

“No,” moaned the snake-woman, her head hanging down and she faced the grass. “No, no, no.”

“You-you did this!” squealed the man with four faces, turning to look at the one with horns. “You! Your selfish desires! Your wishes to expand your own influence and knowledge! To know more and weaponize it! This is your doing!”

Lunging forward to the horned man, the one with four faces began strangling him. At the same time, mighty explosions of Qi began to crackle to life.

The stagnant and ancient Qi blew outward in every direction.

Ash felt himself be knocked down and onto his back. He was left without the ability to stand from the force of the outpouring of energy.

Then he was quite literally ejected from the plane as it was shattered apart.

Screams, explosions, and waves of horrendous amounts of Qi shockingly tore back and forth through the area. It blew Ash further across the ground with each push.

When he came to a stop his right side was burning in pain and he rolled to his left. Inadvertently, he found himself pushed up to Siu.

She was laid out on her back and unconscious. Her face slack and without awareness.



Holy shit, she just gets more and more pretty.





Her boobs are huge now too.





When did that happen?





This grass tastes like grass.





I hate it.



Ash’s strange and disjointed thoughts had no bearing on reality.

Putting a hand on Siu, he pushed himself up to his knees and looked around.

The rest of his group was around him and spread out.

Chunhua seemed to be struggling to her feet, as was Locke.

Mei and Jia were conscious but unmoving.

Tala and Moira were as unaware of the world as Siu.

Hui was standing in front of them with a shield of Life and Death Qi held out in front of herself. Her arms outstretched as well as her legs, giving her an odd X like pose.

The shield was taking on the brunt of the Qi Waves that were still oncoming.

Splitting each off to the sides and sending it crashing past them all.

Sweat was pouring down from her face and trailing down to her jaw. Dripping from there down into her Bride uniform.

Grasping at the chain he shared with her, he tried to push Qi to her.

It wasn’t enough, and it was fleeing faster than he could push it to her.

The chain had a limit of how much he could shunt that was fairly incredible.

Hui was simply burning Qi at an extreme rate.

Stumbling to a semi-upright position, Ash forced himself to Hui. To reach her before her Qi reserves hit zero.

When he made it to her, he wrapped his arms around her, stuck his head to her back, and began throwing Qi directly into her.

While she preferred to cultivate through him with her hands, he knew that she could receive his Qi from anywhere.

After all, he often gave his wives Qi from the inside without meaning to.

“Ashley!” hissed Hui even as he began to dump Qi into her. Far faster than she was using.

His Qi absorption was pulling in a lot of what she was using as well as from the surrounding areas. He was pulling it all and pushing it back into Hui, as well as using some from his own Qi Sea.

Her Qi usage quickly stabilized and her Dantian began to fill once more.

Ash wanted to look over Hui’s shoulder to see what was happening, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He was quite literally using every point of contact with Hui to push Qi into her.

He had no idea if his upper-Dantian was contributing significantly, but it’s contact point of his forehead to the back of Hui’s neck wasn’t something to dismiss as trivial.

“Ashley-I-Need-To-Circulate-It!” shouted Hui even as he continued to fill her.

“We’ll cultivate after this! Just use my Qi as you normally would!” he declared. He knew she could use it without converting it, it’d just be harder for her to handle.

A lesson he’d learned from Ren, in fact.

Her usage of his Qi had given him insight into the fact that he was more or less the O-type blood with his Qi.

Anyone could use it.

He refused to let her do something stupid and try to sacrifice herself.

To let her damage herself in any way.

Hui’s progress to becoming a normal person, more than even most cultivators could be, had been swift and sure.

She was someone who had her own wants and needs.

Knew what she wanted and how she wanted to go about it.

There was no way he was going to let her be damaged or harmed at this moment.

Hui seemed to want to say something to that, but instead she remained quiet.

It was obvious when her own Qi ran dry and she began channeling his Qi. The shield shifted from one of gold and black to a pale translucency.

Ash could see it as it streamed by his feet rather than looking ahead.

The buffeting Qi-waves quieted down further with the change.

Standing there, Ash’s thoughts were catching up to where they needed to be.

He deliberately didn’t think about where his hands were right now, or where Hui’s rear end was.

Hui shuddered heavily as his Qi flooded out of her, ever being replaced with more. While he was certainly being forced to draw upon his excess, he could easily continue this exchange for a few hours.

Unwilling to let her go, Ash just stood there, and he considered nothing other than how to make sure she kept filling up.

As if a candle was guttering in a wind, the waves of Qi blasting into them fell away by half, then all together.

Hui’s body slumped partially against him in his arms, and her shield vanished.

The air around them was awash with wild currents of Qi going in every direction.

Massive rents in the turf with ten-foot-deep gashes in the ground told him that without her shielding them, they most certainly would have been caught up in the storm.

Grass, dirt, and dust spread out in a cloud all around.

It was hard to see much more than fifteen or twenty feet off.

Unfortunately, Ash didn’t have the warning to stop, so he ended up cramming her to bursting with Qi. He quickly drew back and skimmed off the excess that was pouring out of her.

Strangely, she didn’t resist the extra Qi, or when he took some of it back. Her Dantian just assisted him with whatever he was doing.

Her Qi-Sea operated as an extension of his own in that moment.

As he siphoned it off, he felt her Dantian for the first time in a while.

Half of it was filled with a modicum of Death-Qi and nothing else, but it wasn’t dead. It was acting as a Dantian should, it just didn’t seem to hold anything other than Death-Qi.

The other half was bursting with his own Qi.

Somewhere along the line, her Dantian had stabilized itself and she was a whole Cultivator once more.

“Thank you,” Hui whispered, her hands dropping down atop Ash’s.

Which were embarrassingly still placed right atop two places they had no business being on her chest.

“I could feel your care and concern for me in your Qi. Thank you.

“I agree with your sentiments. I’m my own woman and I’m better than many cultivators,” she whispered, her fingers tightening in his own as if she feared he would pull away. “I’m gratified to know you have such a deep care for my well-being.”



Eh?





Oh.





Qi exchanged emotions.





Maybe I wasn’t in as much control as I thought I was.





I should’ve—



There was a giggling, nervous, happy feeling that Ash felt in the Qi he’d taken back from Hui. A heavy-headed feeling that felt as one might when they were happily drunk and enjoying themselves.

Underscoring all that was a deep yearning for physical intimacy and a faded fear of rejection.

The fact that his Qi had only been in her Dantian for seconds, yet it came back with such a feeling, made him wonder just how extreme Hui was feeling things at the moment.

“I wouldn’t reject you,” he mumbled.

Hui’s hands spasmed, her back stiffened, and it was obvious that he had spoken the words that had been circling her thoughts.

Not waiting further, Hui released his hands.

She then gently pulled his hands off her without any force. As if not wanting to take his hold on her away unless he was willing. Her fingers gently peeling his own off her bosom one at a time until she was free.

Saying nothing still, she turned, hugged him for a brief moment, then scurried off for Na. Her Bride’s uniform swishing as she went.

“Well, that was sweet,” Mei murmured in a voice so soft it wouldn’t reach beyond Ash. “I’m glad for it, too. Our Sister is a wonderful strategist, and it would be good to bring her closer into the family.”

“Agreed. Hui is a good Sister,” Jia said, coming up on Ash’s other side.

“You should all die in a fucking fire and get your hands off my husband,” spat out Locke, sounding a lot like a growling cat.

To which Mei and Jia laughed, the former reaching out to wrap an arm around Locke’s hips.

“Our jealous Sister. I’m afraid this is far too late to be like this. You’re the one who did all this, remember?” Mei teased, even as they all looked ahead. “You admitted the other day you’re the reason Ash is surrounded by women.”

Trying to see through the wildly shifting waves of Qi, everyone peered into it and began forming up around Ash.

Except for Na, who was engaged in a deep conversation with Hui, though Na had a wide smile on her face as she listened to the other woman.

“They were deities, weren’t they?” Chunhua asked in a rasp.

Qi was flickering across her in strange bolts of energy. Swirling briefly around her and then vanishing.

Standing there, she looked at Ash, then trundled over to him.

Without hesitation, she pushed herself up against the front of him, pushed her head under his chin, and hung onto him. Her whole body pressed into him.

“The Qi currents are too strong for me,” whined Chunhua uncharacteristically. “I need help. Help me, Ashley. Please help your sorceress. It hurts. It makes my Dao flinch. Please protect me.”

Blinking, Ash immediately put his arms protectively around Chunhua and held onto her. Actively pulling her more closely into himself.

He mentally pushed out with his Dao to encircle Chunhua and strip the Qi from around her and feed it into her without room for any of it to harm her further.

“Hm, well… thanks, I hate that,” Locke said cheerfully with a laugh and clapping her hands together. Mei still had an arm around her, though she was also eying Chunhua differently.

Tala laughed and looked at Moira. The two of them seemed to share an unspoken joke that made the Owl smile.

“I do think it was deities, yes. Or something very similar,” Jia agreed. “Their powers were well beyond anything I have ever even considered. It… itched… just being there to a degree.

“If they were deities though, how did they not stop what happened here? How is it that they hid themselves away?

“There are still so many other unanswered questions. So much that we need an answer for to understand what truly happened here and… and I think we might never get it. Get those answers.

“Even those god-like beings did not know what happened in the realm.”

“Maybe the Demonic Cultivators?” suggested Mei, who had pulled Locke’s head down into her shoulder. She was now gently patting the other woman on the shoulder and seemingly comforting her.

Locke was grumbling to herself all the while.

“That’s a very good idea,” Na confirmed as she walked up to rejoin the others. “It would also align with our previous goal. Reaching the Horse tribe. Maybe between the two we’ll have a better answer for it all.”

Hui was staring at the ground in front of her while chewing at her lip.

It gave Ash the impression she wasn’t just deep in her thoughts but damn near unaware of anything or anyone else. Na even had a hand on her elbow and was guiding her along.

“Rou and Xiuying agree with that idea,” mumbled Locke. “They have nothing else to contribute. Xiuying says she’s sorry for not being there.

“Given how extreme her response was to not being there, I’d say she took the right path. It kept her hidden from myself and Ash until she would be most valued, after all.

“I think something would’ve happened if she’d been there with us. Something that wouldn’t have been good for her.”

“Of course, my Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self agrees,” Tala declared, putting her hands on her hips. The clear change in her address, even from the most previous one, left Ash feeling a bit curious about her mentality.

Doubly so when he considered that Chunhua had confessed weakness and asked for help and care. They were all changing rapidly.

Ash couldn’t help but notice it coincided with Xiuying’s joining the inner circle.

“I must protect my Sisters,” Tala continued. “Xiuying is a treasured family-member to me, as I’ve told her many times. As you’ve all told her.

“I’m sure you’ve reminded her of that too, Locke.”

“I have. She knows. She got all cute and bubbly over it. Especially when I just relayed your words. Still, she’s sorry,” Locke answered.

The air cleared away and the group could finally start seeing the area around them. It all came into view and Ash really wasn’t happy about that.

It had opened far more questions than had been answered.

Most of the ruins had been blown apart.

Long desiccated corpses were strewn about.

Or at least, various body parts were.

An arm here, a foot there. There was most of a torso not too far away that was resting in a large furrow.

There were two people who were freshly made into dead, as well. They were people that Ash had seen amongst those hiding in the plane through the portal.

One had their head cleft in two and the other seemed to be missing all four limbs.

“Ah,” Hui mumbled and lifted up a hand. Death-Qi shot out from both of them and landed in her palm. “They were just mortals. These two, at least. They were very powerful but… empty of Qi. As if they were once an opulent and overflowing river, now turned into a dried riverbed. A boon for me, but nothing compared to what they once were.”

Hui snapped her hand shut and then turned to look to Ash.

Her head stopped halfway and then shot toward the skies above.

Ash followed her gaze.

Above them, six or seven people were battling wildly.

Most notably was the snake-bodied woman bobbing and weaving around the others.

“This whole realm collapsed due to greed and a desire to harm an enemy,” mused Ash. “Sounds awfully familiar to me. Awfully familiar.

“This realm, despite it clearly being more powerful, with greater Qi, and more qualified people, was no different than the others.

“The same mentality persisted here. The same selfish beliefs.”

Not for the first time, Ash promised himself that he would fix all of this.

Drag everyone into his momentum.

Even if it was done at gunpoint.

He could apologize after he gave everyone the chance at a normal life.

“Let’s get moving again,” he ordered. “There’s really no reason to linger here.”

“Well, perhaps no reason to linger long here,” Mei retorted and gestured toward the corpses and open graves. “We do need to search the bodies, tombs, and everything else just to make sure there’s nothing there to take.

“Their rest has already been disturbed. It wouldn’t harm us at all to see if there was anything for us to take.”

“Oh, yes. We should most certainly make sure,” Jia agreed with a quick nod of her head. “The dead have been defiled. We should check for anything of use, and then rebury them. It is only the right thing to do.”

“Oh, yes, my Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self concurs,” Tala said and began striding over to a body. “It’s the right thing to do.”



Ah… well… still Cultivators, but not in the wrong way.







Twenty-Four





Ash was once more confused.

The road they’d taken into the territory of the Horse tribe had been empty.

Empty of everyone and everything.

He wasn’t exactly expecting cities, given that they were magical beasts and generally preferred to live in whatever habitat they came from, but this was a bit much.

Ashiok had made it sound like the Horse Tribe preferred the open plains but had contracted the Apes to build enclosures for them. To escape the weather and elements rather than just deal with it as a beast might.

“Maybe we just haven’t reached it yet?” Mei suggested.

Jia turned and looked at Moira.

“I saw nothing, but that doesn’t mean anything,” Moira confirmed. “If they use Qi to camouflage it from the air, it’s not as if I could see through it.

“Ashiok did mention there were those who could fly and that there was an active war ongoing.”

With a click of his tongue, Ash couldn’t agree more.

To simply expect to be able to see everything with Moira all the time was dependent on the enemy not expecting it. If they thought they could be seen from above, they’d take precautions.

“Same reason why our beautiful sorceress is holding a camouflage shield up for us,” Ash muttered to himself. “Just in case.”

Xiuying was about to trip over her own feet again. He could feel it through his Dao for some reason.

For perhaps the seventh time.

Ash’s hand shot out and he took Xiuying by the elbow even as her foot tangled into one another. Pulling her closer, he quickly steadied her.

It’d become very apparent, and quickly, to everyone that Xiuying was the definition of a klutz.

With or without her luck acting on her.

“Ooh, thank you. You’re so quick to realize it’s happening before I do,” Xiuying said with a laugh, looping her arm through Ash’s. Mei had stuck her there deliberately after the second fall. “I haven’t fallen at all since you put me here, Mei!”

Reaching out with her other arm, Xiuying stuck it through Mei’s and pulled the lovely woman close to her side.

Cresting the hill they’d been moving up, Ash could see down the opposite side.

Laid out in the plain were a number of corrals.

Pens that were most certainly built by the Ape tribe, with roofs and simple walls.

There were no floors to any of them and there didn’t appear to be any doors or windows either. The corrals were most certainly there for sleeping and shelter, and little else.

Beyond this strange city of pens was a massively flat field with a magnificent herd of horses on it. They looked to be quite normal.

However, all of them were rushing off to the left.

On the right of this plain was what was a battle that was ongoing. Likely part of the war that they’d been advised of previously.

A mass of Beasts all clawing, biting, scratching, and tossing Qi abilities at one another. It was such a mad scrum that Ash had no idea how any of it could be separated from anything else.

“Thats rather mad,” Rou remarked, one hand coming up to touch a finger to her lower lip. “Yet I don’t see any humans in it. None of these so called ‘shadows’. Everything else that was mentioned in the war is there though.

“What if we went to the horse tribe’s city there and waited. I could offer my services and maybe we could earn some points. Figure out what’s going on.”

“That’s a good idea. Especially if we take the role of a non-involved witness,” Hui agreed. “Ashiok’s name will likely be helpful here.

“Ashley… what do you think we should do?”

“Exactly that. I trust my strategist and Qi-Healer,” Ash replied immediately. Everyone had continued walking. “So, let’s head down there. We’ll wait quietly and see what happens.”

“You know, I’ve enjoyed this trip,” offered Moira. “Spending time with everyone and just… traveling. This is wonderful.”

“My Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self agrees, Sister,” Tala said, and reached out to put an arm around Moira. “It will be hard to not move as a group like this in the future. We should strive to never separate this core group ever again.”

“I will do my utmost to make sure that is what occurs,” Jia promised.

“Yes,” Na confirmed. “We should strive to keep our group together as it is now.”

“Did we ever figure out if there were other roles to take on?” Xiuying asked.

“No, we’re in the dark on what to expect if there are any other future Sheng wives,” Mei lamented with a sigh, then she turned to Xiuying, leaned in, and whispered something to her.

The group walked on.



Am I really filling out roles, beloved?





“Uhm…it does seem like it, dear,”

 Locke admitted. 
“There isn’t a role or need that we haven’t found, run across, or stumbled into. As if it were all assigned by Fate.”



An awful thought that Ash had fought often with slid into the forefront of his mind.



I worry that Fate has a momentum to it.





That it has a momentum, and my Dao is going to conflict with it at some point.





“I… that… yes. I could see why that’s a concern. Well… if Fate does have a momentum, I’d say you’re moving along with it rather than against it.





“Which would make Fate your own momentum, wouldn’t it? And if it isn’t… well… I’ll just make it happen. I was a deity once. I think. Or maybe… a demi-god? Something.





“I’ll just figure out what we need to do to make sure things go our way. That’s all.”



Ash didn’t answer that.

He didn’t have one to give.

Then he smiled as the right words suddenly came to him. A simple thank you that was heartfelt.



Thank you, dearest Locke Sheng.





You’ve always been in my corner.



Conversation continued around Ash as they walked.

By the time they’d reached the edge of the corral city closest to the battle, a small number of Horses had broken away from the battle and headed for Ash.

Lifting his hand, Ash put on as big a smile as he could manage, and waved his whole arm back and forth in greeting.

Xiuying immediately did the same thing, clutching his other arm in a way that reminded him of Mei.

Then everyone else around him began to wave, all of them with smiles on their faces.

It was more than enough to throw the Horses off.

Their wild stampede toward the group slowed down rapidly and became a trot instead. Their eyes lidded partially instead of the wild whites they’d had only moments ago.

“Well that worked,” Jia whispered with a laugh.

“Indeed. They’re very pretty horses, too,” added Na. “I would… Ashley, would you please get me a horse if possible? I really want to ride a horse.”

Blinking, Ash didn’t quite know how to respond to that.

“If I can manage it, I’ll make it happen, Na Sheng,” Ash confirmed. Na never asked for much, so when she did ask, he wanted to solve it.

“Ahhh, could… I have a horse, too?” pleaded Rou. “My sweet Cultivator?”

“I’ll ask if we can all have horses,” offered Ash. “But for all I know, that’s incredibly insulting to them. Let’s not mention it unless they bring it up, hm?”

Jia laughed at that as well and then let her arm fall.

“Ah, yes. A valid point. By the way, Ashley,” Jia murmured quietly. “We all have attained the Awakened Mortal rank. Locke captured our tribulations before they even revealed themselves.”



Really?





“Yes. You’re technically the weakest.





“Xiuying would call them Rank three Mortals, level one through seven. Chunhua and Hui being seven. Those two are always pushing ahead.





“Xiuying, Rou, and yourself are excluded from that though. Xiuying is a Rank two Mortal, level nine. She’s taking a lot of pills and stones to offset that.





“Rou is Rou.





“And you… well… you’re only halfway through Rank two Mortal, but your power level is easily that of a Rank one Immortal. You’re just that special.





“My special Ashley. Should I reward my special Ashley later? I came up with a fun game to play. Just the two of us.”



“Hello there!” Ash called as the group of Horses came up to Ash. He was certain they were Magical Beast Horses, not regular horses. He made sure to speak in what Ashiok had assured them was their language.

This realm’s inherent language.



Now that I think about it, those godlike beings spoke in this, too.





“They did, yes.”



“Yes… hello. I bring you greetings in return,” said the lead Horse. They had a pale-brown coat, a black mane, and black socks. They were fairly large as well. “I am Satasi.”

“I’m Ash Sheng. We’re from a tribe of Humans that were stuck in that large stone structure. The one that lies just beside the Rishaki peoples. They trade with Ashiok,” Ash explained. “The Rishaki tried to kill my people and so we killed them instead. Then Ashiok came and started up trade relations with us.

“They advised us to come speak with your tribe to further understand this realm. That… and we’re an enemy of the Shadows.”

“Ah! It’s good that you are here then! I’m glad Ashiok sent you to us. With such a background, it’s understood that we could easily be allies,” Satasi declared sounding quite enthusiastic now. “They were here only yesterday but then vanished. We’re not sure where they went, but after their departure we attacked the forward base here in our lands.

“They have not returned and without them the Lions and Pigs are having an incredibly difficult time with us. We’re most certainly giving better than we’re taking.”

Ash nodded his head.

He really didn’t know what to say to this.

They were far more warlike than he’d expected, given Ashiok’s personality.

In fact, Ash felt like these Horses were far more similar to Cultivators than he had expected them to be. That they were perhaps running along the same cultural route as the humans who had inhabited these lands before did.

“I’m only a vice-leader, though, so I can’t speak for our tribe. It’d be best if you remained here since… well… the only humans we’ve ever encountered were Shadows!” confessed Satasi.

“That’s fine. We’ll just… take a break right here,” Ash murmured, then looked to the others. They were all nodding their heads. “Lunch?”

“Please,” Moira asked with a smile.

Before Ash could do anything, there was a crackle of thunder and a boom.

A hole opened up in the realm and Ash was left feeling cold from head to toe.

Cold and suddenly terrified.

Yawning open was a sudden rip in the fabric of reality.

It was easily a hundred feet in the air, but it was visible to the eye. Visible and could be felt in the currents of Qi moving around them.

This rent in the world was something Ash had seen previously.

When the veil was splitting apart, and wraiths began to spill out of it.

What he was looking at right now looked eerily similar to that tear.

“No,” whispered Jia from beside him. She clearly had a similar fear as he did.

Except, surprisingly, wraiths didn’t come pouring out of it.

Strange, twisted shadows began to tumble out of it. Falling out of the sky and hitting the ground. Seconds afterward, they began to clamber to their feet and charge toward the battle.

In seconds, they began attacking both sides of the fight. There was no recognition from the Shadows as either being friend, and all being foes.

“Are those the Shadows?” Rou asked.

“No. I don’t… I don’t know what those are,” Satasi whispered.

“Are they the dead?” Ash asked. There was a strange feeling coming from them.

“No,” Hui answered. “It feels more akin to-to-actually, I don’t know. I admit ignorance.”

“It feels like the opposite of sunlight,” Chunhua mumbled, her head tilting to one side. “Sunlight always felt like a type of Qi to me. I’ve used it before. I didn’t consider that there was actually an opposite, but I suppose I should have.”

“Can you take care of that then?” Ash asked, gesturing at the portal. He asked it in English due to a strange paranoid thought.

Chunhua frowned, her pretty mouth twisting to one side.

She lifted her hands up, pushed them together, and then channeled a massive blast of Qi out of herself. It wasn’t an ability, or any type of spell.

Just an extreme condensation of Qi into a certain type.

It shot across the distance and slammed into the portal.

Then right through it.

A hole had been punched into it.

Golden spiderwebs spread out from the point of impact. Everywhere it touched, it began to glow a golden color, until all of it burned away into nothing at all.

Several shadows that’d fallen through the portal as it happened caught fire. Bursting into golden flames.

As they hit the ground, the fire quickly spread to the other shadows as well. An inferno of golden flames tearing them apart even as they brutally slaughtered every magical beast they encountered.

“That’s… good work, Chu,” Ash said, looking to the white-eyed sorceress with a grin.

Grinning back at him, she let her hands fall to her sides. Then shrugged her shoulders.

“Reward me,” she said plaintively, also in English. Causing Ash to burst into laughter. “What? I don’t see any reason to act as I used to. I’ll act how I want to. I want to be as coddled and cared for as Xiuying or Hui. So… reward me. Reward me, Ashley.”

“I shall. Though, it isn’t fair to the others, we’re still speaking in English,” Ash remarked in English, then looked to Satasi. He’d speak in their own language to make sure they didn’t get suspicious. “Well, that solves that, but I don’t know what that was. Do you?”

“No,” the horse whispered. Half its head turned to keep looking at the monsters. They were still tearing into both sides of the fight with reckless abandon. Their numbers were considerably fewer now. “But it seems quite similar to the Shadows. They have similar attacks, but not quite.

“Some of them can become like that though every now and then.

“Monsters that attack anything and everything. Yet not the same thing.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that.

There was a whining noise followed by a gigantic bolt of black lightning in the distance. It was easily a mile or two away, yet it was wide enough at the top that one could have seen it from a considerable distance.

No flash of light accompanied it, instead, there was a dash of shadow. As if everything were darkened for a momentary split second.

A distant and horrifying boom accompanied it, as well as rumbling.

“Well, fuck that place in particular,” Ash blurted out. “Whoever has black lightning bolts as a weapon really didn’t like wherever that is.”

“It’s… that place? The only point of significance over there is a tomb. A tomb that… it’s… that’s the resting place of the Lord of Graves,” whispered Satasi. “He’s laid there since he gave us freedom. Dominion over the realm.

“I don’t even-that’s… that’s… no. No!”

As if realizing the situation collectively, the entirety of the battle began storming off. Their fight to the death with each other and the monstrous shadows, was forgotten.

As one, all the Magical Beasts began charging off in that direction.

They were moving with such speed that it would be impossible for Ash and company to catch up to them.

Let alone keep up with them.

“There’s… there’s lesser members of our clans who you can ride,” whispered Satasi. “As a vice-leader I give you permission. It’s clear you’re an ally in this. Go… go to the corral that way and mount any tribe member there and join us.”

Satasi didn’t wait after gesturing with their head in the direction they’d wanted Ash to move. Then they pivoted and began sprinting off.

“Well. You all wanted horses,” Ash muttered and looked at everyone else. “Do we follow yet again? We’re being dragged on in this. Our ability to act is being limited by us allowing this course to continue.

“Is this what we want? Do we want to see what’s going on?”

“I think it’s those deities,” Hui stated, then looked to Ash. She’d been watching the magical beasts. “I felt something different in that lightning bolt. It felt like the horned man in the other realm.

“Based on what was said, it’s easy to see that they are not a friend to the realm. Let alone humans such as ourselves.

“We should find out what’s happening, as if there were to be another sickness, there is no guarantee it wouldn’t infiltrate the prison.

“Or the other realm, in fact. This is a danger that we should confront.”

Jia flinched at that, then nodded her head.

Mei looked partially convinced, but still unsure.

Everyone else was nodding their head or holding still.

No one seemed to be dissenting to it, they just weren’t completely sold on the idea.

“Let’s get the suggested horses and see what this Lord of Graves is. Was. Maybe it’s the One Emperor by a different name,” suggested Ash. “If so, maybe the Hall can open it.”

Which would translate to “treasures” and “artifacts” for everyone else.

There were now communal head-nods at that. All of them eager to rob a tomb.

They were cultivators after all.

Ash looked toward where Satasi had indicated.

There was a small herd of horses inside of a corral. There was also one that was outside of the pen. They all looked fairly similar.

Brown coat, black mane, black socks.

Walking right up to the horse outside of the pen, Ash dropped a hand on it and stared into its eyes. He grinned at it.

It genuinely looked like every other horse, but he was amused that it wasn’t in the pen.

“Look at you. You’re clearly the horse for me,” Ash muttered as the rest of his group moved into the pen. “Look at how brown you are. No other horse is as brown as you are. The most brown of the brown horses.”

Ash grabbed it by the mane, jumped up, and flung a leg over the horse’s back. Holding onto it, he dug his heels in and tried to guide the horse around by forcing Qi into the air around him.

Without reins or a saddle, Qi would be the only way he could make a horse do what he wanted. He was terrible with horses.

Quickly, he turned the horse to the side while still holding on to the mane.

“Come on you brownest of brown horses. Such a deep gorgeous brown,” Ash said sarcastically. It was hard to see the horses as any better than clones when they all looked exactly the same.

His group set off quickly.

Once again, traveling.

Ash knew his group was enjoying this, but he felt better getting into a base and building up.





Twenty-Five





Ash and company had distantly followed a group of Chimpanzees as they loped across the plains in the same direction everyone else had gone.

Given how fast the horses were, they’d been forced to slow down a bit to keep their distance. Even if they were riding horses from the Horse clan, there was no real way of professing their allegiance to anyone if they got too close.

Now, he was certain they’d found the location they were going for.

A massive group of animals of all types was currently pressed into a group and milling about. There was no room to squeeze into it and once again, Ash didn’t want to test boundaries.

A number of Magical Beasts noted their presence, but didn’t approach them. Their focus was entirely on whatever they were all crowding around.

“They probably can’t even see anything,” Ash muttered, looking over the heads of the Magical Beasts.

“No, they most likely cannot,” Jia agreed. “But it is not as if Cultivators would not do the same. All of them scrambling to see it, get their piece, or otherwise.”

“Well, it isn’t very productive for all of us to stand around,” Mei remarked, then turned to look at Ash. “Any thoughts?”

“Someone could go to the Manse and see if there’s anything that needs doing,” Ash suggested. “Or the Hall. As long as Locke remains here with me, she can communicate with any of you in the Hall, or go to the Manse if needed.”

Mei nodded at that, then glanced at Siu, who nodded her head as well.

“Jia, Moira, would you two go to the Hall? Tala, Na, would you accompany Siu and I to the Manse?” Mei asked. “Ash is perfectly capable of handling things with Rou, Xiuying, Hui, and Chunhua.”

Everyone nodded their heads at that.

In the next moment, half the group vanished.

Their horses somehow went with them.

“Uh… alright,” Ash whispered, looking over to Locke. “They went, too?”

“Surprisingly, yes. They’ll bring them back,” Locke promised, though she looked surprised. “We should take animals to the Hall. Like chickens. They don’t stink and wouldn’t be too hard to handle and let run loose. I can just toss the poop elsewhere to see if we can’t compost it or something.”

“I like chickens. They’re fun to raise. We had some when I was a child. Their poop can stink, though,” Chunhua said and looked at Ash with a cheery smile. Then she maneuvered her horse around to stand next to his own, stuck her right hand into his left, and held onto it tightly.

Squeezing her hand in return, Ash held it and looked back to the mass of beasts. The horse beneath him seemed somewhat nervous, but also perfectly happy to remain where it was.

Given there were Lions and Tigers in the large mob, he couldn’t fault it for not being entirely comfortable.

“It’s alright,” Ash offered soothingly, running his free hand back and forth across his horse’s neck and the back of their head. “You’re alright. It’s alright. They can’t bother you. Alright? We’re alright.”

The horse had flinched as soon as he touched it, then slowly seemed to calm down. Until it seemed as if it were far less likely to start fighting his Qi control.

“You’re not a sorcerer, but your ability to control the Qi around you is quite vast,” Chunhua mused. “I could try to teach you how to do more if you like. There’s a lot that can be done even without abilities. Like how Rou does it.”

“Who am I to turn down lessons from my beautiful and cunning sorceress,” Ash teased.

“You should most certainly not turn her down,” agreed Chunhua. “You should agree, promise her meals together, and that you’ll cuddle with her while she instructs you.”

“Ahhh, I now understand,” Hui interrupted, having wrangled her horse around. “I would also like to offer lessons.

“Though my lessons would be in how to appropriately cuddle with me in a bed, and you will instruct me in how to please you physically with my body.”

“Uh… shit, Hui, you’re not supposed to run out there and dump that in his lap,” Locke blurted out.

“Why not? He responds to you when you do it, I see no reason not to do it.

“I’ve decided to be closer anyway. I shall take the position of a wife formally, rather than a Bride,” Hui said with a nod of her head at her own words. Then she looked away from Locke to Ash. “Would you like to partake in lessons with me?”

“Yes,” Ash affirmed and with sincerity. He most certainly wanted to get Hui in a bed. “Though if I’m being honest, I have no idea when we’ll have the time.”

Locke reached over and patted Hui’s hand where it rested on her leg, gave her a smile, and shook her head.

Hui met Locke’s eyes, then smiled, and nodded at her in return.

Somehow the conversation ended at that.



Did you just promise her bedroom time on my behalf?





“Damn right I did. I’m your housewife. Remember? I’m the one who organizes all the planned bedroom excursions that occur at night and who gets to go.





“If I didn’t, their infighting would be unbelievable. Hasn’t it been considerably calmer? You mentioned it yourself.”





I did.





Thank you, my dearest Locke Sheng.





Please make sure to give yourself three nights in a row very soon so I can show my appreciation, dear wife.





“I… ah… yes? Yes. Yes! Yes, I shall. I-I do hope you know I love you.”





As I love you.



“Ah, it seems they’ve noticed us in truth,” Rou murmured and then chuckled. “Also, Ash, I’d like to resume our anatomy lessons.”

Ash laughed at that and glanced at the spunky redhead.

She’d been quite fun in private in a way that he didn’t expect. Locke had called her vanilla, which it was, but it’d had a different feeling to him.

Moving over to Ash’s group was a small congregation of Beasts. One from each tribe, in fact, it seemed.

A Horse, Lion, Pig, Tiger, Mouse, and Chimpanzee.



Well.





Let’s see where this goes.



“You… what… what are you doing?” demanded the Horse. He sounded enraged and also confused.

“Waiting,” Ash replied. “My name is Ash Sheng, of the Sheng Alliance.

“We came here to this land to discuss what’s going on in the realm with whoever we could.

“We’re humans from the prison near the Rishaki peoples. After such a long time we finally escaped, and we don’t truly have an awareness of the world.

“We met Ashiok after we left the prison. We spoke with him at length and negotiated some trade deals. He advised us of what he could and suggested to go see the Horse tribe.

“We proceeded down the road and only just arrived. We met Satasi at the outskirts of the battle. After the black portal opened, he told us to ride with some of your clan and come here.”

If a Horse could look equally surprised and disgusted in the same breath, this was that moment. It looked at Ash like it wanted to step on him while asking him a thousand questions.

“Ashiok is a good leader,” growled the Lion that’d sauntered over. It looked to be eying everyone equally. “Though why would he send you to the Horse? Why not my own Tribe?”

“Because my people don’t get along with the other humans that existed here already. They’re what we would consider Demonic. Harvesting the life energy of others to utilize it as weapons,” Ash answered easily. “The Shadows.”

Locke flickered out of being as Ash spoke.

“What?!” demanded a large Mouse easily the size of a horse.

Before Ash could explain, Locke had returned.

Then the rest of the group popped back into the world exactly where they’d been previously.

The group looked shocked now.

“We have artifacts that let us go elsewhere,” Ash explained in a simple way. “Satasi told us to come this way after we closed that dark portal in the sky.”

“That was you?” asked the Chimpanzee. It was sitting down in the grass with its arms dangling over its knees.

“Well, my sorceress,” Ash said and held up Chunhua’s hand with his own. “But yes, our group did it.”

“I’m his wife,” Chunhua put in with fierce determination.

“Can you do it again?” asked a very large and very fat hog.

“Yes, I could easily,” agreed Chunhua.

“Stow your anger, Tasa, and deal with your people later. For now, we must get into the tomb,” hissed the Tiger while looking at the Horse. “Come, humans. It seems today is a day of changes and interesting times.”



“I think this would be an opportunity to leverage things we want.”





Let’s agree then but choose when to force a discussion.



“Well, we’ll at least take a look,” offered Ash, noncommittally.

The Tiger and Lion turned in synch and began moving away side by side into the large group of Beasts. As if they were a plow moving across a field, everyone moved away to either side.

Ash released Chunhua’s hand, put his hands into the horse’s mane, and guided it forward again. Pressing his heels to their hips and coaxing them along with his Qi.

Not needing more direction, the horse shot right by Tasa and caught up to the large predators. Then shifted to the side as Chunhua caught up, putting Ash behind the Tiger.

Who looked back at the horse Ash was riding that’d just about bumped into its tail, before looking up to Ash atop the horse.

It snorted in an amused way, then looked ahead again.

“We’re certainly willing to help, but this is a good time to discuss our relationship,” Ash remarked, speaking to the two directly ahead of him. “Us sealing the portal was an act of generosity that we expect nothing for.

“Breaking whatever is up ahead, doesn’t really concern us. It doesn’t involve us, nor does it really matter to us one way or the other.

“What do we gain for doing this? How do we benefit? What’re you offering? I’m not trying to be cruel, mind you, but… we have no formal relations with anyone.

“We have no allies, no enemies. No trading partners outside of Ashiok. We could just as easily go back into our prison and seal it again. Leaving you all to whatever this is.”

“That’s a valid position,” admitted the Lion, turning his head to look at the Tiger.

Grunting, the Tiger shook its head as they moved along.

“I speak for my alliance and can promise you neutrality as well as trading rights,” the Tiger grumbled after a short period.

“I’ll offer the same to match it, though I’d request a meeting with you later on in private,” the Lion requested with a chuffing noise.

“Ah, I would also request a private meeting,” interjected the Tiger.



“I think they’re both planning on trying to swing us to their side. Do we lean either way or make it obvious now? Given that they’re here alongside one another… I really don’t know what to think.





“I thought they were sworn enemies. What’re they doing right now? Was it that easy for them to put things aside? It’s unreal. Is it a beast thing?”



“I welcome both offers of neutrality and trading rights as the starting point,” Ash remarked. Then realized this was probably the best time he could ever get to ask awful questions. “Forgive me for asking, but I’m new to your tribes and I don’t know your traditions. This might be improper, or just disrespectful, but I promise you it is not meant to be that way.

“I simply don’t know what is and isn’t proper.

“What do you do with the cores after someone of your tribes leaves this life? Are they buried with them? Utilized in another way?”

“I’ll amend the previous offer and offer to supply ten high-ranked mortal cores. I invite my counterpart to offer the same so it’s fair for both,” the Lion said smoothly. Clearly understanding the thrust of Ash’s question without having to be told.

He also did not mention what happens to the cores after death, Ash noted.

“We match the offer and agree,” stated the Tiger, then he sighed. “As for death-rites, it depends on the tribe. We eat our opponent whenever possible. That includes the core.

“Those that are not predators tend to pull the cores and store them for later.

“Of the tribe that die naturally… they are buried with them intact.”



Odd.





In other words, they pull them from the enemy dead as a form of disrespect.





Very curious.





I wonder if there’s more there to it. More to all of this.





That there’s something sinister behind the economy? Is this war intentional at this juncture anymore?





Likely would need to guard their graves, too.





“Very likely. I mean, you dug up Mr. Stupid and buried him behind your house just to use him as an outhouse. Are you really surprised?





“Beyond that, high-end mortal cores are great. I think the Manse was built out of a handful of them joined together and forcibly built that way.





“Making something for the Knights should be doable with that. Maybe even a middle ground type area for all Sheng-Alliance members.”





Mmm. That’d be a good thing to build.





Something all members can access regardless of where they are.



“We don’t bury them with the dead,” the Lion admitted. “They work better for the living to trade them, than the dead to molder with them.”



Aaaaand it’s just a difference in theology.





Ha.



The crowd thinned and Ash found himself looking into a stone mausoleum.

Standing ten feet tall, decorated with columns, and ornate carved stone, it stood out as odd here in this open and desolate plain. Something very different even for cultivators, let alone beasts.

Ash noted that the carvings were of men and women.

Not that of beasts.



Human, then?





Who was this Lord of Graves that the beasts respect him so much that they put their war aside.



Just beyond the entrance of the tomb Ash could see a darkened entrance that dropped down and into the earth.

This mausoleum was indeed a crypt, or a tomb. This was just the marker that stood atop it.

The entrance looked rather small though.

From what Ash could see of it behind the swirling blackened portal that sat at the entrance to the mausoleum at least.

It was thick, felt ominous, and looked as if anyone who dared cross it likely wouldn’t live to regret it.

The entrance though was more interesting than the portal.

It looked to be only wide enough and tall enough for a human to walk into somewhat hunched. Not one of the Magical Beasts nearby that had full intelligence could likely make their way into that.

Even the Mice were too wide, he imagined.



“I’d say it was done deliberately so that they couldn’t enter. Which… is odd if they were the ones to make it? Did the one to be entombed make the grave himself?”



Locke’s question begged many other questions to be asked.

Ash imagined that they’d primarily be directed at the now deceased Lord of Graves however, which meant answers might be hard to come by.

For the time being, even if Ash needed answers, this was the wrong time.

“Is there anyone that can even go in there in your Tribes?” Ash asked dubiously, looking around at the tribal heads gathered about. “Because that looks awfully narrow just as an entrance.

“Which means you’d pay me to open it, just to have no one be able to enter. I wouldn’t want you to regret paying me to open it with such a thing happening immediately.”

“You can see inside?” the Chimpanzee asked curiously. “There’s more than just the mausoleum?”

“There’s a hole,” Ash confirmed and gestured to right where it was. Then he put his hand down atop the horse’s head and began to lightly pet it.

He suddenly found himself enjoying being on a horse. It was like riding a dog you could pet.

“It looks carved by hand with steps that lead down,” Ash continued, then glanced to Chunhua. “Can you show them the entrance with your vision enhancement? Is there also some type of illusion going on? Like a formation? You’re better at them than I am, my sweet Chu.”

Chunhua blushed deeply and her head dipped down.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Mouse said loudly. “Doesn’t matter. Remove the barrier for us. Our pay will be the same pay regardless of entry. Thank you for your consideration. Thank you.”

Chunhua shrugged her shoulders, then threw her hands forward.

A beam of golden energy was ejected from both palms this time. Each struck the portal in the central area and stayed there.

Each beam pouring endlessly into it.

There was a slow crackling forming at the two points of contact. A golden spider-web spreading outward and creeping across the darkened portal.

“It feels different than the last one,” said Chunhua as she moved her palms forward. The beams intensity for each grew brighter by several degrees. “It isn’t entirely darkness, but something else behind it. I can still cut through it, but it isn’t the same. This is different.”

Reaching out with his ever-present Dao, Ash touched the portal with his senses. Touched it and let himself feel what was going on inside of it.

There was a brief flash of recognition from someone, or something, that was actively attempting to support the portal. They had been feeding some type of power into the portal to allow it to remain intact.

The moment Ash touched them, or more accurately, his Dao did, he felt them flinch away. Flinch, retract, and flee.

Whoever it was, didn’t want anything to do with Ash, his Dao, or something related to him. They recognized some part of him and wished more than just neutrality, but as if they’d never run across one another.

His Dao chased along after it for several heartbeats, before Ash couldn’t trace back the power any further. Though, in that brief pursuit, he’d recognized what kind of power was being used.

It was power that he’d felt in the plane where the gods had been hiding. Locking themselves away from the world rather than working to help it.

“A deity was helping it,” Ash relayed as he retracted his Qi senses to himself. “Or something that could use deity power. Not really sure of much beyond that.

“I briefly touched it. Felt it. I could recognize it if I found it again in the future. It didn’t want anything to do with us.”

“You. Didn’t want anything to do with you,” Rou countered. “I felt it as it fled. It didn’t leave. It ran. Sprinted. The rate at which it put distance between you and it was as fast as it could manage. You kept up with it for a time.

“And yes, I can always feel your Qi. It’s like… warmth and kindness to me. It’s pure and something I can only covet for when I work on patients with more prickly Qi.”

“A deity,” mumbled what Ash thought was Tasa. “It’s as we feared. As we felt. They’ve returned, and they’re not happy. Their people are gone, and we worship them not at all. Our own faith holds us true and centered.”

“I mean, they were hiding in a plane,” Tala grumbled. “My Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self would say that they were nothing but cowards. Waiting and hoping for someone to come tell them that it was all over.”

“They most certainly did not remain to help their people,” Moira agreed.

“Leaders lead, whether from the front or behind, but they lead. They don’t hide,” Hui asserted.

“Yes, many leaders could learn from Ashley,” agreed Na. “All should bow down to him and learn from him. He will teach the world in all things.”

Mei sighed, looked to Ash, and gave him a beautiful smile. If she could apologize without saying it, that’s what she did.

With a small shrug, Mei looked back to Chunhua.

At that moment the portal fell away in glorious fractures of golden light. Boiling away the darkness and leaving nothing behind.

“It’s a crypt,” hissed someone.

“One made for humans,” stated the Chimpanzee as it sauntered over to peer into the chasm. “It is far too small for any of us. Though… why would the Lord of Graves do such a thing? He was most certainly aware he was the last human.”

“Did he hope for them to return as they have?” growled the Lion, it’s head swinging to Ash. “And would the returned Humans even want to go in?”



Well.





That’s an interesting question.





More so that we’re technically uninvolved.





“So long as whatever is happening here doesn’t impact the greater realm, at least. Ha, this is the first time I’ve had to remind you to not think like a Cultivator.”







Twenty-Six





Ash stared down into the crypt entrance.

“I don’t know who the Lord of Graves is. Or was,” Ash murmured. “Nor do I know if whatever is happening here has anything to do with me and my people.

“What I do know, is I want good relations with both sides of your conflict, except for the Shadows. I’m fairly certain that they’re part of a group that has aligned themselves against me.

“So, while I would like to have positive relations with the Lions and Pigs, I would not extend that to the Shadows.”

Ash had said the last and turned to look at the two Tribes he had mentioned. Looking between the big Hog and the terrifying Lion.

Only now did Ash realize that it was easily three times the size of what he’d expect for a lion.

Being atop the rather large horse Ash was riding had given him a false sense of size.

Even the Pig was easily the size of a very large horse from Ash’s home plane.

“I…” the Lion began, growled, let out a huff, then sighed. “I suppose it’s time to have a conference. After what’s happened over the last few days and… yes.

“A conference should be held between the Tribes.

“For you, Ash. For you and your people I would offer friendship, invite and welcome trade, as well as a low-grade immortal core if you would be willing to enter the crypt and tell us what’s going on.”

“We of course match the offer,” the Chimpanzee murmured. “We also welcome a Tribal Conference. It would be good to review the situation and discuss what might be done about the current state of affairs.”

Ash took in a short breath and then looked to his people who were all nearby.

“Personally, I think it’s a good deal,” Mei offered in English. “We could do a lot with all the cores they’re offering.”

“It’ll also give us a chance to truly ask questions of everyone,” said Hui energetically in English as well. Ash assumed everyone would speak in English. “We’ll be able to ask awkward and ugly questions without them being able to be upset about them.”

“Yes, that’s a very good point,” Chunhua confirmed. “I’m also noticing some different types of Qi around us. Qi that feels similar to what we felt on that plane of deities.”

“I’ve noticed it as well,” murmured Rou with a click of her tongue. “It’s so hard for me to feel it though. My senses in this are so much lesser than yours.”

“That’s why we’re partners. In the end, when Ash becomes the Emperor, you and I shall stand side by side to him. A peerless Sorceress and their Qi-Healer.”

Na chuckled at that and tilted her head to one side.

“The Handmaiden and the Strategist will be there you mean,” Na countered and put a hand on Hui’s shoulder. “His loyal and willing wife who shall be there in everything and the wife who helps him command the forces of the realms. She and I will tell you two where to go and what to do.”

“It seems we are being overlooked again,” Jia lamented and sighed, looking at Mei.

“It’s normal. They just don’t realize I was his first love and you were his first crush, we hold special places,” said Mei soothingly with a laugh. “Alright. We’re in agreement then?

“We go tomb raiding and see what’s what? Collect our earnings and then ask our questions.”

“Yes,” Tala affirmed. “Though… you should all remember this moment.”

As it was said, everyone turned and looked at Tala.

“Remember this moment when you all overlooked myself and Moira,” declared Tala with a wide smile. “Remember when my Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self told you that you’re thinking of it wrong.

“Told you that none of you understand Ashley. You want to, you try, but you don’t get it.

“Get him.

“I do. Because of Moira and my own background. I understand him very well now.

“In the end, I’ll be there with him as well as Moira. So will you all. We’ll all be there.

“He’ll do everything in his power to prolong our lives until he himself passes on, because he truly loves us all.

“Foolish girls. You Cultivators.

“Maybe Moira and I will steal most of his affection outside of perhaps Locke, if only because we understand him the best.

“But to believe any one of us, or pair of us, would stand over everyone else? Silly. You don’t know him at all.”

Tala then unleashed a beautiful smile on everyone.

“We should accept,” Moira murmured, gently patting Tala on the back. The lovely owl was wearing a smile from ear to ear even as everyone else stared at Tala in an entirely different way. “We should also move back into a language they understand.”

Ash cleared his throat, looked to the Tribe heads, and nodded once.

“We’ll accept the deal and go into the crypt,” Ash offered, and then gently petted the horse several more times. Then paused to rub at its head and ears and really get at the base of them.

Pulling his leg over the horse’s back, he walked up to its head and patted it on the shoulder, then ran his hands back and forth across its face several times.

With a smile, he patted it on the jaw, then looked around.

The Tribe leaders were all staring at him and seemed much larger now that he was on foot. They were enormous, really.

“We’ll be heading in immediately,” Ash said. “Is there anything we should know? What was the Lord of Graves known for?”

“He made graves,” answered the Chimpanzee. “I was not among the Tribe when he walked the lands, though I did meet him several times.

“He made many graves. Many, many graves. Buried many people after defeating them personally.”



Great.





So, they’re an extreme cultivator.





That’s just what I need.



Patting the horse one more time, Ash moved toward the crypt.

Na and Chunhua forcibly went ahead of him, without even asking to be at the front.

The latter of the two formed a ball of fire, and the former withdrew a small lantern from her storage.

They headed in quickly, followed by Ash and Hui, then Tala and Moira.

Rou and Xiuying came next with Mei, Siu, and Jia trailing along at the rear.

“I’ve had so much fun with all of us being together,” Mei said as they began walking down into the darkness of the crypt.

Rou had summoned a fireball as well, while Tala lit her hand on fire since it did nothing to her.

Jia held a lantern similar to Na’s.

“It has certainly been enjoyable,” Jia agreed. “I enjoy traveling. A great deal. Though our poor Ashley would rather sit down and be an ant. Build a colony. Store for the seasons.”

Xiuying laughed at that and clapped her hands together.

“I want to be an ant too! That sounds a lot more… uhm… safe,” she said while continuing to laugh. “Can we please go be ants, Sisters? I could play mom to all the kids you end up having? I really don’t mind.”

Hui chuckled at that, one hand held low, the other above her head. There was a continual flow of Qi between them, the raised one being black, and the low one being gold.

“I’ll decline. I plan on raising my child personally with Ashley,” Hui stated firmly. “I’m genuinely looking forward to it. My mother was a terrible waste of a human being. My father viewed me as a tool. I shall be better than both.”

“They sound lovely in comparison to mine,” Mei blurted out as they kept walking down the stairs.

“Yes, our original family was terrible,” agreed Na. “I would also like to offer being a mother to any and all children you have. As the Handmaiden, it’s my duty.”

“I don’t think anyone will agree,” Rou interjected with a laugh. “Every single one of you has asked me to learn how to deliver children and wants me to be your personal doctor.

“I’m flattered and I’ve of course agreed to each and every request. Even a number of the Brides who are close to the inner circle have asked, and I’ve agreed.

“Though, in so doing, I know you all wish to be mothers. I don’t think anyone will let another handle them.”

“I guess I’ll just have to have Ashley put one in me then to be a mom,” deadpanned Xiuying with a nervous laugh.



Is that her way of signaling she’ll be getting into a bed at some point?





“I’d say yes, that it sounds about right. I’ll talk to her later. I can never tell though.





“Her thoughts are very different from most Cultivators, but she isn’t entirely outside of the mindset. Given that she’s a bit of a free spirit as well and it’s just… it’s hard.





“I mean, you remember, she stuck her boobs right in your face and started feeding you.”



“Just sit in my lap, feed me by hand, put your boobs on my face again, and I’ll give you anything you want, my pretty Xiu,” Ash blurted out, Locke’s words giving him his own line of thought.

Xiuying immediately tripped, just about fell face forward, and ended up slamming into Ash’s back.

Knocking him down the stairs in the movement.

Within a single stumbling step, Ash knew he was not going to recover. He was going to be heading to the bottom.

Activating Spring-Step, Ash still tried to recover his balance. Planting his foot firmly and stabilizing himself.

Only for Xiuying to slap into him again. She herself was falling as well.

All Ash did was end up making himself smack against the wall on his way down.

When he hit the bottom, he hit with a heavy thud. His shoulders struck the ground first and he slid a few feet on his back, looking back the way he came.

A second after that, Xiuying landed atop him. Her head landed neatly atop his chest with a thump.

Ash’s arms went around Xiuying, and he just laid there holding her.

He genuinely felt fine from the fall given his constitution. It wasn’t as if the materials of the crypt were special either.

Stone and earth and little else.

“Ahhh, I’m sorry,” mumbled Xiuying, peering up at him through her bangs.

“If you wanted to be on top, all you had to do was ask,” Ash teased with a laugh.

“Ah… yes? Yes. No! Bottom, please. Uh… wait, no, this is the wrong… wrong conversation,” Xiuying got out in a grunt and then pushed herself up to her feet. Then she held her hand out to him.

Taking it, Ash pulled himself up and then put his hand to the wall to steady himself.

The brick he pushed on gave way and fell inward. The mortar had come loose easily and crumbled apart.

Looking at the darkened hole where the brick had been, Ash really didn’t have anything to say. This wasn’t even a surprise really.

When it came to random luck, things happening out of coincidence, there was no greater cause than Xiuying.

“You know, I bet if we had sex, regardless of Rou getting involved, you would, or wouldn’t, get pregnant, based entirely on what would be best for you,” whispered Ash. Moving to the wall, he began pushing at the bricks there.

“Ahhh, that does-does seem likely. It’s one of the reasons I haven’t asked to visit you so far,” Xiuying admitted. “But then I was wondering if I should ask anyway and do other fun stuff. I’m really curious about sex and all.”

Ash had mostly tuned her out by now. He was systematically tapping and pushing at bricks.

“So, what’d she find this time?” Mei asked from above. “Because my beloved Sister never fails to find something when she tumbles that badly.”

“I’m sorry, Xiu, I didn’t think it would happen then. Otherwise, I would have had a hand on you,” apologized Rou. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine. I landed on Ashley,” Xiuying answered as Rou and Mei met her at the bottom. The Qi-Healer immediately laid a hand on Xiuying’s face and stared into her eyes.

Mei was quickly brushing her off while Jia gave her a once over.

“She did,” Ash agreed and then spread his Qi into the hole. Letting it move into the darkened interior.

It quickly began to fill in the edges and he found it was a sinkhole.

One that went downward a significant distance.

The top of the hole wasn’t far and seemed to only be ten feet from the surface.

“It’s a hollow,” Mei murmured coming up to stand next to him. “I can feel it through the hole. A very large one. It feels like… like it goes…”

Mei left the words hanging as Ash found where the sinkhole ended.

“To the burial chamber at the bottom,” Ash remarked with a chuckle and looked to Xiuying. She was currently being coddled by Jia and Na, who was gently dabbing at the woman’s face with a handkerchief. “Xiu, you’re my lovely and beautiful luck charm. I’ll attribute every good thing that ever happens to me to you, and never blame you for the bad. Please never leave my side.”

“Of-of course? How else would I get a baby,” Xiuying said as Na wiped forcefully at the woman’s cheeks, getting the dirt and smudges off her.

Mei pulled back a hand and slammed it through the wall. The stones broke and shattered apart.

Most of them fell inward into the hole and down past Ash’s Qi as it expanded.

Ash glanced back to Xiuying and saw Hui, Tala, Moira, and even Siu had all checked her over by this point.

All of them making sure Xiuying was alright.

No sooner than Siu had finished gently combing Xiuying’s hair back, she moved over to Ash. A hand pressed to his chest was all he needed to have the lingering thoughts of Xiuying pulled from him.

Mei was peering down into the much larger hole now.

“Chu, come take a look at this? I can’t see so well,” Mei asked.

Ash had reached the bottom now with his Qi.

“Can one of you also expand the hole a bit as well?” Ash asked. “We’ll be taking the route our dear Xiu has given us.”

Chunhua eased herself between Mei and Ash and looked down into the hole. She made a waving of her hand, and the hole made a loud grinding noise.

Then a beam of light shot down it and illuminated the way down, as well as the chamber below.

There wasn’t much to see.

“Alright, a bit wider. I’m going to make stairs,” Ash asked and began forming his Qi into a spiral staircase. Winding down toward the chamber below.

As he did, Chunhua widened and expanded the hole. Making it more than large enough for the stairs Ash was adding.

In no time at all, it was done.

“My Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self shall go first. I am my own torch after all,” remarked Tala. “Ah… Mei, would you move behind me?”

“Of course I will,” Mei answered, and the two began moving down.

Ash couldn’t follow along. He had to keep his hand to the stairs to keep the Qi in position. As he stood there, he briefly considered a few different ways to make his Qi work even harder for him.



You think I could maybe make a machine out of it?





If I kept the Qi pure, and left it in a room, I could re-attach to it later on and make it work again. Though it’d be odd to figure out how to make a machine out of solid Qi.





“You can rotate pieces without them becoming detached. Qi isn’t a solid. You just keep viewing it as one.”





Oh, good point.





That’s my beautiful and smart wife, you know.





Do you know her?





Her name is Locke Sheng.





She’s amazing.





And when she’s nervous she’s got this really cute smile that she can’t help but throw out and it makes me want to tease her.



There was a nervous feeling that shot through the Hall along with embarrassment. Followed by what could only be described as a deeply “pink” feeling that reminded him of Siu.

Everyone made it to the bottom of the chamber and Ash reached out and took hold of his Qi. He worked it more deeply into the wall as an anchor and pulled the rest of it back up to himself.

He formed it into a single person elevator and then drew it down. Easing himself to the bottom of the shaft by expanding the Qi in a semi-solid state.

When he reached the bottom, he withdrew all the Qi back into his Qi-Sea.

Only to realize he couldn’t.

All of it had to go back into the Hall.

The moment he’d gone to put his Qi back, he’d found his Brides had forcefully thrown Qi his way. As if they could tell when he was using Qi.

Following it back to the chains, he saw they had indeed provided him with Qi.

He reversed it all and forced it back to them in turn. All while adding a feeling of protection for them and care.

Thanking them for noticing his need.

“You’re welcome,” Hui verbally stated as the light from all of them spread out.

It didn’t actually fill the chamber though.

Chunhua lifted her hand up and let loose with a large ball of light, and they could now see where they were.

All around them were statues of what looked to be deities. Organized and arranged throughout the whole chamber.

The walls were lined with carvings. Spanning from one side to the other.

There was a heavy door on one side, and another on the other. Each was obvious to what they were, one being an exit and the other an entrance into this chamber.

“We just… skipped like… the whole thing, didn’t we?” Ash mumbled.

“Yes,” Na agreed. “Xiu, thank you for being my Sister.”

Xiuying laughed at that, sounding nervous.

“Of course. I love you all. Though, I feel very weak and small here. Can… can I leave? Please?” asked Xiuying.

“Please, go if you feel unsafe,” Jia stated firmly. “If you feel scared, and weak, stay with us. We will protect you. If you genuinely feel that you need to go like you did previously, then do so.”

“Okay… I’ll stay. I’m just scared,” admitted Xiuying, reaching out to grab Ash’s sleeve. Her fingers were clenched in the material.



She’s oddly fearful.





“As I mentioned, she’s a Cultivator with a decent amount of talent, but she’s lived her life very differently than most. She’ll throw herself into things if it’s put upon her, but she’ll gladly move out of the way of things that make her nervous.”





She sat on my lap and fed me while making herself very… prominent… to me, if you remember.





“You don’t scare her. You excite her. I can relate.”



Then the door began to grind open. The giant stone wheel rolling to the side that led to the chamber’s approach, rather than the exit.





Twenty-Seven





The door rolled open completely and stopped, coming to a halt with a thud that shook the ground.

Beyond the entry was an impenetrable darkness. One that reminded Ash of the veil that’d blocked the way into the crypt, as well as the portal that’d hung over the battlefield.

As if realizing the same thing, Chunhua threw her hands forward, and a beam of golden light shot out of her palms.



Uh… hadouken.



The unwelcome and somewhat unhinged thought was a strange counterpoint to the golden light striking the darkness. Everything blew apart in a kaleidoscope of rainbow hues and broken fragments of the world.

There was also an ethereal scream that made the world ring. A high-pitched screeching that made Ash want to plug his fingers in his ears.

A horrible never-ending squealing that reminded Ash of a busted door hinge crying out for attention at extreme volume.

Everything seemed to freeze and come to an excruciating stillness.

Chunhua’s beam remained locked to the blackness. Burning it infinitely until it was suddenly gone.

A second after that, and when the screaming ended, her golden beam ended as well.

Standing in the door was, unsurprisingly, the Horned-Man that they’d seen in the plane of deities. The black cloak that’d surrounded him was gone, and he looked more akin to a withered old man now.

The clothes he wore were nothing more than rotten threadbare patches of fabric.

“You, you, you damn mortals!” he shouted at the top of his lungs and clenched his fists. Then he threw them down at his sides. “I don’t have time for this and— and— just die!”

Qi of various colors and elements lashed out at Ash and his group.

Grasping his Dao, Ash kick-started it into a high gear. To the point that he was fairly certain this was going to be a money-shift and he’d have to pay a price on the back end.

Dumping half his Qi-Sea straight into his Dao, it leapt from a somewhat flowing placid stream, to a white-water rapids’ torrential river rush, with multiple skyscraper-tall waterfalls along it.

Chunhua threw up a shield of Qi, Hui also threw one up that was a mishmash of Life and Death Qi, even as Siu put her hands out to each side spreading out a pink shield around everyone.

Snatching up the Qi-Chains, and the statues, of those around him, Ash crammed them into his Dao directly. Pushing them into it and then dumping the other half of his Qi-Sea into the whole of it.

The Qi from the Horned-Man tore apart Chunhua’s shield as soon as it touched it.

As if it weren’t even there.

Everything felt like it was moving infinitely slow.

That things were happening in a way he couldn’t even effect.

He could see the pain slowly coursing across Chunhua’s face as her Qi was forcibly demolished.

A slow, interminable time passed before Hui’s shield was broken down, taking all of a split second to occur.

Despite it feeling like a lifetime in that moment.

Then his Dao quavered and shrunk at the dauntless approach of their opponent’s Qi. As if they were but a candle existing in the eye of a tornado.

In but a breath, they’d be blown out.

Gasping, Ash now knew beyond a doubt this individual was beyond them. He had once heard Mother Far say that fate is like an unyielding shackle; once clasped, it cannot be undone, nor can it be evaded.

This felt as if it was the proof that such was the truth.

That their fate ended here and now.

Mentally railing against that thought, Ash grasped his Dao, and worked to force it into responding. To overcome the situation that they were going against at the moment.

He was filling his entire being with his Dao.

Every Meridian, his Dantians, every fiber of his being was flooded with nothing but his Dao, and he let it become who he was.

He was indeed the snowflake that’d landed upon the mountain and now rolled quite freely downward.

His very life was momentum, and he now had the power to control it.

He controlled his fate.

Because fate, as well as time, had a momentum to it.

Some moments felt as if they lasted forever, others were agonizingly short as they could be.

Time flowed forward at a steady pace despite that.

Even then, it was all momentum.

“No!” Ash cried out as Chunhua’s skull burst apart and flung her brains about in every direction. A moment after that and Hui experienced the same fate. “I deny all of this!”

His denial of the world as it existed caused his Dao to shudder once again.

Then Ash dumped the entirety of the Hall’s Qi into his Dao in one go.

Emptying out an amount that’d been stored since the first moment he’d picked up the artifact that’d changed his life to the second before this situation occurred.

A resounding crack split the very world, and time shattered.

It slid backward several seconds, and Ash watched as Chunhua and Hui returned to being unharmed. This all occurred even as his Dao began to violently churn and lash out at the deity.

Who stared wide-eyed at Ash and his companions as the very laws of the world were upended. Upended and tossed aside.

The massive and over-powered Dao that served Ash pushed down on the Horned-Man. Pushed down with incredible power.

Fighting him directly.

Fighting fate.

There was another boom as time began marching forward again.

The Dao of momentum literally tore something out of the Horned-Man. Tore it out then was pulled back into a more normal, if still yet massive, disposition.

All the excess Qi had been burned away and it was now once more running at what Ash could gather from around him and others.

Shrieking wordlessly, the Horned-Man began attacking again.

His attacks were identical to how they were previously, but they lacked something Ash couldn’t understand this time. They didn’t feel as inhumanely imposing as they did only minutes ago.

Chunhua’s shield had returned, as had Hui’s and Siu’s.

The two former ones looked nervous and wide-eyed as the attacks came on. As if they had already experienced this moment and died.



“I have no idea how you did that but that was not a mortal thing! You tapped into a divine Qi somehow! Chunhua and Hui died, but you reversed time!”

 screamed Locke in a strange mix of glee and terror. 
“I’m-I’m trying to-to… I don’t know! I’m-I don’t know!”



The Qi struck Chunhua’s shield and staggered it but didn’t shatter it.

No sooner was the attack stopped than Hui’s shield launched ahead.

Cupping, encircling, and pulling those attacks off to one side, they were sheared away. Torn off and thrown like one would branches on an overgrown tree.

Ash felt it when the attacks were broken off, as their momentum went from fighting against him to neutral.

Snatching up that Qi with his Dao, and knowing that something without momentum would be easy to manipulate, he guided it into his Qi-Sea.

Siu’s pink shield formed into a javelin-like shape, then shot forward. Stabbing out at their enemy with a force that was unexpected to Ash.

Black shadow creatures stepped out from behind the Horned-Man and began rushing forward, even as he himself was driven back a step.

Moira, Tala, Na, and Mei moved to the front and formed a wedge.

Behind them, Chunhua, Hui, Siu, and Jia finished the shape, creating a diamond.

At the center were Xiuying, Rou, and Ash.

Except to Ash and his Dao this didn’t feel right.

Reaching out, he put a hand to Tala’s hip and moved her without much effort.

Her momentum was his and that gave him a great deal of control over where she should be. Even as he pulled at her waist, he’d exchanged her with Hui.

The former becoming the rear middle, the latter the front middle.

Combat descended on the group even as Ash managed it. Just by the barest of margins they’d fit the “momentum” his Dao wished.

Taking in a slow breath, he then realized he needed more.

He needed a particular thing right now and it wasn’t available to him.

The Knights of Sheng should be here to make this deity reconsider everything.

They weren’t available, but he did have the next best thing.

Weapons that cut right through Qi and made it problematic.

Moving quickly through the formation, he passed out the weapons they would need. Which forced him to intercede several times just to get a chance to swap with who he was trading with.

No one argued with him. Not even Tala when he gave her a one-handed sword to replace her big two-hander.

As each woman took the proffered weapon, the shadows became almost trivial to lay out. Blades that made short work of a Cultivator were even stronger against these creatures.



When we get the Knights truly spun up, we should give them armor enhanced in the same way.





“We already are! All the pattern work is being done by a golem that I commandeered from you. Just a matter of getting the materials for their armor. Guess I forgot again?





“Tee hee?





“I’m surely a naughty girl who could use a punishment? Maybe tie me up in our bed and use me however you like? Maybe put a bite-block between my teeth so I can’t close my mouth and—”



Ash tuned her out and put his focus back to the god at the back.

Siu’s attack had stunned him when added to the blow his Dao had made, forcing the Horned-Man right out of the doorway.

Now that Ash looked though, he couldn’t see the deity.

Couldn’t feel him.

He wasn’t even here anymore, it seemed.

Though the shadow people continued to pour out of the doorway and into the chamber.

Except Ash felt like that might end soon.

There was a change in the Qi heading his way from the tunnel where the enemy had come. A falling off of the turbulent echoes of un-life that these monsters were.

He felt neither life nor death from them.

They were almost akin to echoes of people. As if you could shout what a person was into a cave, and this is what you’d hear back.

Distorted, wrong, and hollow.

Ash was wrong though, his Dao made him aware of it before he saw any change.

What was coming down the tunnel now was people. A horde of people with weapons and armor that looked to be nearly random in their type.

One and all they reminded Ash of Demonic Cultivators though.

Or the people who had killed themselves to avoid being caught by Ash.

An abundance of Qi within them though having no seeming usage of it, since they rarely used abilities.

Ash realized they would need to change the way they were fighting. These were people who would think of their attacks and strategy rather than mindlessly throwing themselves into the melee.

Reaching down to the ground, Ash put his hands to it and then quickly used what Qi he had to form a partial enclosure. Sealing off their rear and a portion of their sides.

The front of battle had gone from “all directions” to mostly what was directly ahead of them.

When Ash’s Qi reached the ceiling, Tala pushed ahead and traded places with Moira, while Chunhua went and took the position behind Hui.

With a smaller area to work in, they would be locked in place, but also better able to control their pace.

If anything happened at all, Ash would strip all the Sheng-Stones and Spirit-Stones just to put up another Qi wall and protect his wives.

Rushing straight at the group, these new enemies were moving with purpose and awareness. They were most certainly organized and ready for this fight.

No sooner had the one in front stepped across the threshold than the world once again shook. Everything shuddered and the very ground itself rolled about.

To Ash, it felt like a giant that they’d been standing upon was waking.

Numerous pillars and wall carvings began to glow.

Taking on a faint glow, light blue runes revealed themselves. Carvings that had been made on the inside of the stone pillars somehow.

In a way that didn’t reveal their location unless you’d been the carver, or had activated them.

“What in the heavens is going on!?” shouted Xiuying, grasping Ash’s hand in both of her own.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” Ash confessed.

He had been receiving Qi from all the members of the Sheng Alliance who had a chain upon them. Gaining strength with every second that passed.

Still holding onto his Qi with one hand, the other locked in Xiuying’s grasp, he modified his Qi again.

He folded the Qi that’d reached the ceiling inward, extended the walls, and locked his group inside of it. There were thuds, thumps, screams, and bangs echoing from outside of his box of Qi.

Even as he held it there, he constantly strengthened it and added thickness to the walls. Trying to remove any doubt at all that it’d stop an attack coming their way.

By the chamber, enemies, or otherwise.

Na collapsed to the ground after several seconds passed. Blood was running down the front of her chest in waves.

Mei had a hand pressed to her own thigh and Jia had a nasty gash along her brow that ran toward her ear.

Rou looked around at the three women.

“Anyone else injured? I need to know immediately,” she demanded as she moved over to Na. Her hands quickly ripped open the garment and she set to work on the other woman.

“I have a very bad headache,” Chunhua mumbled a second before she sat down on the ground. “I think… I think when my head exploded it hurt less.”

“It didn’t hurt at all,” whispered Hui. “I just… I died. It all went dark and… and yeah, my head exploded.”

Anyone who wasn’t tending to themselves, or wasn’t in immediate danger, was now staring at Ash. Crouched there on the ground and holding the Qi formation despite all that was going on outside.

“Ashley, are you a god?” asked Hui, turning to look at him. There was an intense devotion lurking behind her eyes. It reminded him of when she’d referred to herself as a weapon. “Because I died. I watched Chunhua die. Then everything went backwards, and I wasn’t dead, but I knew I’d died. I felt you forcefully shove back time. Put-put me back into my body. Fix my body.”

Hui lifted her hands and flexed them several times.

“Yes,” Chunhua agreed, blood trickling down from her nose. She reached up and dabbed at it with her finger before realizing it was blood. She pulled a piece of fabric out of somewhere and then pinched her nose shut with it. “Yes, I died. I was very dead with my head exploded. I saw it happen. I wasn’t in my body anymore. I think I was… on my way to reincarnation.

“Ashley, you didn’t answer Hui. Are you a god? Are-are you more than we ever thought?”

“I don’t think so,” he replied, feeding Qi still into the walls. He could feel things slamming into it, denting it, and even taking chunks out.

There was no way he could let the walls fall.

His Dao was holding its own for the area they were in, but what was going on outside of the Qi walls was extreme. Extreme to the point that it’d quite literally sheared off any tendril of power his Dao moved past the walls.

At the moment, there were several forces in this small chamber. Two of which were annihilating one another. The third was his own which was tightly wound in on itself and hunkered down.

Like a stone holding out against the ocean waves.

“Godlike is godly,” Mei murmured, smiling crookedly while looking over at him. “If you were any other cultivator, I’d be afraid of being tossed aside like a used-up wineskin.

“Thankfully, you’re just… you’re just a really good man, Ashley.

“Though it seems like I’m going to have to really push myself to get my Dao up to a level like yours. How-however… I do have to say, it really… it really is nice being inside your Dao.”

“It’s heavenly,” Siu purred, standing near one side and lightly fanning herself. Her pink shield had been expanded at some point and fit the interior of the Qi walls.

Frowning, Ash wondered what they meant.

He had certainly pulled them into his Dao to empower them, but he had done that in the past as well. They’d never mentioned something like this previously.



“Their statues aren’t positioned outside the Dao or your own statue anymore. Their statues are inside the pillar itself.





“The pillar is now them. They are actively holding it up, and part of it, in the same instance.





“Not to mention, that pillar has now replaced you in the middle-Dantian. I think you’re somewhere on the top of it.





“Before you get worried, this won’t harm them, but it’ll grant them a great deal of power. You’ll gain power as long as they act in your momentum, so it works both ways. It’s just… I’ve never heard of it.”



“I have never experienced such a feeling as his Dao,” Jia was saying while pressing a piece of fabric to her forehead. “It is both enlightening and mildly terrifying. I am part of the whole, yet also an individual.

“It reminds me of when Ash once said that every drop of water is an individual unit of momentum, yet it is still part of the ocean.”

“It’s a good way to say it,” Tala affirmed, putting down the weapon Ash had given her and scooping up her large sword. “My Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self is happy to be part of the ocean. It’s enjoyable to have such close companions.”

“Agreed,” Moira stated. She was currently working on wrapping bandages around several cuts along her arms. They were thin and not bleeding very much, but looked to be numerous.



Mm, I get it.





They’re trying to do what they can without Rou or alchemy. To save or spare resources for later. They’re all becoming selfless for one another.





Normally, they’d all fight to take pills and demand Rou heal them first.





If they were normal cultivators at least, that is.





“Very much so. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to assist, but I’m still battling this-this… this damn godly Qi. When we tore it away from that monster, we pulled it into the Hall, but it was hard to handle.





“I’m getting there though. I learned how to handle your libido after all, and that felt endless. I’m sure I can make this work with time.”



“There,” Rou murmured and dragged Na over to lay next to Ash. “There’s your Husband, just as you asked. I’m sure he won’t mind babying you a bit.”

Rou smiled at Ash, then went on to her next patient, Mei.

Xiuying released Ash’s hand and went over to Na’s other side.

“Here, here. Take this,” Xiuying said brightly, holding a pill up in front of Na. “I made it out of snakes. Snake hearts, snake meat, and lots of blood. So much blood. I just went to the slaughterhouse and kept boiling it down. I think it’ll help?”

Na smirked with one side of her mouth, her face looking incredibly pale.

Opening her mouth, she took the pill willingly and looked to Ash afterward.

After a moment Xiuying moved to follow after Rou.

With his free hand, Ash reached out and carefully arranged Na’s hair. Easing it away from her brow and face.





Twenty-Eight





“Just what is going on out there?” Mei asked. She sat down next to Jia against the wall of Qi. “I can feel the reverberations through my back.”

“I always feel it through my back. He thrusts hard enough sometimes that I hear a clicking noise in my head,” Locke said from where she was working on the Qi walls. She was currently scrawling formations across them with Chunhua at her side and Xiuying on the other. “It’s like he’s deliberately trying to cervix box me into a knockout. Especially on my hands and knees.”

Xiuying laughed loudly at that and slapped Locke on the shoulder.

“Oh my gosh, you’re always so bold! I don’t think I could ever say that kind of stuff,” said the walking lucky charm. “I’m still so nervous about even just getting in his bed that I can’t even actively think about it.”

Locke froze for a moment, laughed, then started working on the formations again.

“As to what’s happening out there,” Ash said, wanting to divert the conversation again. “That group of actual people we saw are still pushing into this chamber. The chamber’s defenses are still active and fighting back.

“The people are dying. A lot. They just don’t seem to care. It reminds me of the people who killed themselves in the prison.

“I honestly and earnestly believe beyond a doubt that those people who killed themselves are related to the Shadows and the Demonic Cultivators.

“I’m starting to wonder if maybe they’re two sides to the same coin.”

“Like Cultivators who use abilities versus Cultivators who use sorcery?” Rou suggested.

“Exactly that. Exactly that,” Ash confirmed. He had Hui sitting in his lap right now and she was actively running Qi through him. Cultivating through him. Her head was on his shoulder and her hands were pressed to his chest.

His free hand was carefully moving through her hair and patting her.

The right hand was, as of yet, still pressed to the Qi walls he’d made. Strengthening it and keeping it reinforced.

“The Demonic Cultivators use Life-Qi as a weapon, the Shadows are… are… Life-Qi using Cultivators as a weapon,” Ash surmised. “That’s my guess. Or something close to it.”

“Oh! Oh… oh that makes a lot of sense,” Locke blurted out. Then she thumped her forehead against the Qi walls. “That makes so much sense that I can’t even believe I didn’t think of it.”

“You’ve been rather busy,” Siu offered. “Very busy. That doesn’t even include what you were handling for Ash and his Dao.”

Locke let out a rushed breath, then went back to work.

“Ash’s Dao has progressed again. It is becoming a rule of the world. It isn’t a large one, maybe thirty or forty feet around him, but it’s there,” Locke remarked. “It has the power to shift… everything, really. Everything.

“Even-even fate. Or time. The amount of Qi it takes is disgusting but… he can do it. It’s a very small starting point, but it’s a starting point.

“The snowflake has landed atop a new mountain. It is, even now, rolling down the hill.

“All of you were moved into his Dao through your oaths to him. All of you. I’ve described the statues of you and his Qi-Sea? You’re all in the golden pillar.

“There’s also a number of other Brides, the original ones mostly, like Liu, who are all standing with their hands on the pillar now.

“Almost as if… they were trying to push their way in. They’re certainly not holding it up as they are.

“I wouldn’t be surprised to find them inside of it as well soon.”

“I wish I could see it,” Na whispered from where she lay on the ground.

She’d physically recovered, and Xiuying’s pill seemingly helped, but Na wasn’t recovering. At least not in the way that they’d expected her to.

“I’ll try to sketch it out and what it looks like,” Locke offered. “How’re you feeling, Na? Any better?”

“Not really. It still feels like my Dao is being pressed on from the outside. Like it’s being compressed. It’s… it’s hard to think. Hard to move,” Na answered.

Listening to the way she spoke, Ash realized her words sounded sluggish to his ears. As if she had to push the words out one at a time.

An ugly thought crept into his mind.

That the shadow-monsters, or the Horned-Man, was a carrier for the Qi disease that had swept through the realm. That perhaps they had been the start, and never realized that they were a continuance of it.



“It’s what I’ve been thinking as well,”

 Locke said in a worried tone. 
“I can’t sense anything going on with Na or something wrong with her. All I can think of is that the attack she suffered carried more than just violence.





“That it had some type of… of… Qi-Flea. A crumb of the poison or sickness that wiped out this realm.





“Except Rou has already said there’s nothing wrong with Na and has looked her over completely. She said that there is nothing wrong with her.”





Yeah… alright. I guess we’ll have to push on and see what’s what.





There isn’t anything more we can do about it sitting here so… how do we make this end?





Those people out there aren’t even attacking my walls anymore, they’re trying to absorb them. It’s made out of Qi after all.





So long as I hold onto it, they can’t really take it for themselves, but that still leaves us with a problem.





Can’t get out. We’re stuck in here and… and… huh.



Frowning, Ash thought of something stupid.

“Tala, can you force fire out in front of you? I think I’ve seen you do it before,” Ash asked, turning to look at the big bunny.

“My Cuddly Bunny-Wife self can most certainly do such a thing. Though I’ll need to be properly rewarded, as it can sometimes singe my fur,” Tala stated. “Rewarded from you and by you, obviously. My prices will be fair, and I don’t think you’ll think I’m overcharging.”

Ash grinned and nodded his head at that.

“Chunhua, I’ll need you to cycle fresh air into this box of ours. Or you, Rou. One of you will need to make sure we can breathe. That or a shield so we don’t lose the oxygen we have,” Ash ordered. “Fire uses oxygen to burn so Tala’s flame will quickly burn off everything around, even from our little alcove here.”

“It does?” Rou asked suddenly.

She lifted her hands in front of herself and created a small flame between them. Then a small shield of air formed around it.

Several seconds passed and then the flame flickered and died out all on its own.

“Fascinating,” she said, and then repeated the experiment. “Even if I feed it Qi, it goes out.”

Chunhua put her hands out and a shield formed itself against the inside of the Qi walls.

Ash then carefully made a hole in the Qi walls, though he set it up so it was angled down and away. For someone to make use of it and bother them, they’d have to somehow get low enough and then angle the attack upward.

For Tala though, it wasn’t very hard, since it was at the level of her hand.

Lifting her hands up, she then looked to Chunhua and Rou.

“I’m ready,” Chunhua said with a nod of her head.

Rou however walked over to Tala.

She smiled at the bigger woman.

“May I help, Sister?” she asked, easing up close to her.

“Of course,” Tala agreed with a grin.

Rou put her hands on either side of Tala’s then nodded her head.

Tala then activated an ability, Ash guessed.

A stream of extreme fire blew out of her hands and down into the channel. It was bright blue for some reason though, and seemed far hotter and violent than expected.

To the point that Tala jerked her head back and turned it away.

Chunhua’s shield neatly intersected the point where the fire was coming out of Tala’s hands and the rest of the interior. As soon as it met that point, Tala seemed at ease.

“Oooh. Applying o-oxy-oxy…oxie-oxygen directly to the fire seems to work well!” Rou said cheerfully. “It’s not even that hard for me to do, despite being so weak with my Qi.

“I wonder what would happen if Chunhua and Tala did this.”

“It’d melt the rock,” Ash suggested.

Tala, the Bunny flame-thrower, continued to pour out fire from her hands.

There was an immediate change in the area around the small Qi fort. The enemies who had been on that side began to immediately shift away.

While they didn’t fear death, they did seem to fear pain and suffering.

“My Bunny-wife is so hot,” Ash murmured while continuing to sense the surroundings.

There was a chuckle that he couldn’t identify at that, though he did notice that Tala was suddenly burning far more Qi. Going from flame-thrower to jet thruster.

No sooner had it started than the heat ramped upwards in an extreme way.

Ash could tell because that very same heat was felt all along his Qi walls.

He had no idea about the oxygen being used, but he imagined it was happening at the exact same time.

“I’m a Hot, Cuddly Bunny-Wife,” Tala stated firmly.



You know, it’s interesting that her self-affirmation has changed, though it was always odd to begin with.





Do you think it’s some type of psychological chant?





Locke, my love, do you often find yourself telling yourself you’re an incredibly beautiful, desirable, sexy, and delightful woman whose personality outshines her looks?”





“I… uh… that… ah… hehe… I am? Well. I love you.”



The way Locke said that had come across in an almost stupid way. Like he’d punched her in the head, and she was trying to explain what happened.

Locke spasmed mentally then did a strange hiccupping response.



“Yes! Yes. I-yes. That sounds about right for Tala. I would agree. She is incredibly insecure, so she redirects what she wants to believe into her self-statements.”





So… you’re an incredibly beautiful, desirable, sexy, delightful woman, whose attributes are second to her personality?





“I… yes. I’m… my beautiful, desirable, sexy, delightful woman self, whose attributes are second to my personality, agrees. But that’s a mouthful to say, so I won’t do it often. Thank you… though.”





You love mouthfuls, though!





“I… dear? I love you. You distract me so badly. Let me work. Though uh… I love the flirting. So much.”



Ash looked back down to Na.

In the moment Locke had mentioned he was distracting her, he realized he was distracting himself.

From Na.

“Na… dear… I’ll fix it. Whatever it is. Somehow,” he promised in a quiet tone.

“I know,” she replied with a small smile. “You’d never let me go. Even if I die, you’ll just pull me back. I’m your Handmaiden.

“I’m not concerned. Just annoyed. I hate not helping. Hate it.”

Grinning, Ash nodded his head at that.

Even as Hui snuggled him, nuzzling his neck with her face, he couldn’t deny her words.

“You’ll be mine forever, Na Sheng. Until you ask me to let you go, I’ll not let you slip away,” he promised her.

“Oh good. That’s good to hear,” she mumbled, her breathing slowing down even as she spoke. “I think… I think this is… the Qi… plague. Isn’t it?”

“I think so,” confirmed Ash. He pulled the hand from Hui’s head and reached out to lay it to Na’s cheek. “Like I said though, it won’t matter. I’ll be calling you back one way or the other.”

“Good,” she hissed, the volume falling away and practically not finishing the word. Her head tilted slightly and pushed into his hand.

The heat of the chamber was growing exponentially now. To the point that he had to keep pushing more Qi into the walls.

There was a response from the Chamber as well.

A defensive response, Ash believed. Qi that’d been being directed at the others in the area was now being redirected into the chamber and defenses themselves.

There were spots of heat going off through the chamber.

As if the heat Tala was putting into the room was causing things to burst into fire and become yet more heat.

More flames.

“It’s running away from me,” Tala warned.

“I can hold the shield,” Siu offered, and then went over to the wall and put her hands to it. She was partially in and out of the shield with her fingertips he imagined. It suddenly turned a bright pink color. “Chu, go help Tala?”

Chunhua nodded and jogged over to Tala. Jia had begun moving around the room, dragging her finger along the ground.

Water was spreading out from the point of contact and forming a circle around them as well, only to start creeping toward them after becoming ice.

“The ground is heating quickly,” Jia warned as she worked her abilities. “This will offset that heat, I hope. Otherwise, we shall all have very hot feet and butts.”

The heat being dumped into the chamber was still rising.

Faster and faster, it was burning through everything.

“I… it’s… I’ve lost it,” Chunhua blurted out even as Tala continued to pour in flames.

“Just let it go. Brace our enclosure and keep us safe,” Ash ordered. “The heat is working. I can’t really sense anyone out there at all now because of the heat but… that also means that they’re probably charred bones.”

Clearing his throat, Ash considered how to get Hui off himself.

Then he gently pushed a nugget of Qi toward her, asking her to finish up as he had work to do.

Hui lifted her head off him and then quickly finished her cultivating. She apparently had been just doing a minimal amount rather than the large lumps she’d done the last time.

“I wasn’t sure when I’d need to get up, so I kept it at a low intensity,” she said with a smile and then stood up. She quickly moved away from him and joined Mei. The two of them really couldn’t offer much here and were standing with Xiuying.

The trio talked quietly amongst themselves.

“Siu?” Ash quietly asked for, looking at the beautifully mature woman.

Turning, she looked at him and gave him a smile. As if she could feel his appreciation of her.

“I want to open a window in the Qi walls. See what’s going on, how strong is your shield?” he asked.

Siu looked odd at that moment, winced, chewed at her lip, and glanced toward Locke.



“She can ramp it up to an incredibly strong level. You’ll need to help her with her Dao, though.





“She has to feed her Dao when she pulls on it strongly. You’re what she feeds it since your needs are her Dao. You needing a strong shield from her isn’t at odds with it. It’ll just get hungry.”





Oh, no problems there.





Being with Siu is wonderful.



Grinning, he nodded his head at Siu.

Who turned a crimson color a second before her pink shield became a bright red color.

Ash watched as Siu’s eyes widened, her lip caught between her teeth, and she stared at him in a way that firmly reminded him of a ravenous animal looking at a fresh slab of meat put in front of it.



She’s happy with her Dao, right?





“Incredibly. She’s the one who wanted it and asked for it. We had to figure out how to… subvert… her old Dao to make this one.”



Ash pulled in a portion of the Qi wall so they could see what was going on.

He had done so in a way that they could see the entrance.

Which was where Mei, Jia, and Xiuying were.

While Ash wouldn’t want to admit it, he’d opened it there with the thought that Xiuying would be his best chance to bend whatever was going on in his direction.

“Worst case, we all go to the Hall,” Ash murmured. “I know we were trying to avoid that since our return point would be dangerous if they never left but… no alternative anymore.”

“Agreed,” Moira stated from where she’d been standing behind him. The Owl had been quietly picking through her feathers and cleaning them the entire time. “Going to the Hall here is incredibly dangerous, yet if we have no other option, so be it.”

Mei, Jia, and Xiuying were looking out of the newly formed window. The bright red shield was pushed out a touch further and seemed to be blocking the window completely from letting any heat in, or oxygen out.

“Oh my goodness it’s like gazing into an oven! Everything is letting off a heat haze all over,” Xiuying squeaked loudly. “Is… is that a skull? It’s turning to ash. Oh! The door’s melting.”

“The door is melting?” Ash asked in surprise.

“I think the heat is much more intense than you thought,” Mei remarked, her head slowly tilting to the side. “Everything is on fire, melting, or cinders. It’s… it’s all gone. All of it.”

“I mean, the heat was making the stones become warm. I am constantly keeping the ice cool,” Jia offered up, then let out a short-held breath. “We must end this. Na is clearly in danger, and I want to get her to the Hall to be diagnosed, then to the Manse to rest.”

“Alright… uh… heat radiates. That’ll cause it to dissipate,” Ash said. “It’s going to be a bit before all that heat is gone, isn’t it?”

“Oh! It’s my turn, isn’t it? Yay! Look, Ashley, look at Bride Xiuying Sheng!” cheered Xiuying.

She had turned around and began clapping her hands rapidly together.

No sooner did he put his eyes to her than she grinned and waved at him with one hand. Looking cute and as awkward as ever, she was a unique woman.

“And… and I do… this and—” Xiuying was muttering to herself while fishing around in several different storage devices. Items rapidly appearing than disappearing. “Ahhaha! Yes! Behold, my ‘tummy hurts, heat feels good’ stone! I was getting tummy aches for a while when I was younger. I found this when I got robbed and fell in the sewer. It stores heat and lets me use it later, but it doesn’t get that hot. So I put it in wineskins and then put it on my tummy! I have no idea what it’s supposed to do but that’s what I use it for.”

Xiuying turned, looked at the window, then lightly tossed the rock onto the windowsill of the Qi opening.

There was a strange whooshing noise, as well as things rushing past the window.

Even what looked like some sort of heavy jacket shot into the window and got stuck on the shield.

“Oh! That’s rather manly looking! It isn’t burned or anything at all,” chirped Xiuying a second before she grabbed the jacket and pulled it through the shield. “I wonder if it’ll fit you, Ashley? We’ll have to try it on later.”

The jacket was casually tossed into a storage device.

“Ever my lucky charm,” whispered Ash to himself. He was nearly certain that it’d somehow be an incredibly useful artifact.

Ash then looked down to Na. Her eyes were open, she was staring at nothing above them, and she seemed catatonic.

The Qi plague was indeed in the realm once again, and Na was the first victim.





Twenty-Nine





“I think that’s everything,” Xiuying announced and turned to look at those near her. Her eyes moved away from Mei, then back to her. “Mei?”

Nodding her head, Mei looked at Xiuying.

“Yes?” she asked after an odd pause.

“Are you alright? You look really pale,” stated Xiuying, her mouth turning into a hard frown.

“I do? I feel odd. A bit… a bit sluggish,” admitted Mei with a soft pause that felt as if she had to hunt for the words. “Actually, it… now that I’m thinking about it, I feel like how Na described. A pressure… on my Dantian.”

“I as well,” Jia confessed.

“Uhm, Na’s unconscious,” Ash interjected. “I think it’s the Qi plague. She’s just-just staring through me.”

“What?!” demanded Rou, rushing over to Na.

The Qi-Healer quickly got down on her knees next to Na and began touching her face, neck, and then her chest. Only to move her hand down to her stomach.

“Ah, we should send Na, Jia, and Mei to the Manse. Along with Rou,” Locke quickly suggested. “We can quarantine them into a room or two to make sure they’re safe and… well… in case it spreads?”

That statement felt like a bit of a lightning bolt.

Ash didn’t know how the three of them had come down with the plague, or if the transmission type would change. They needed to take caution with this.

“Yes, that would be advisable. I shall go,” Jia agreed, then looked to Mei.

Who nodded her head and then looked to Siu.

“Siu, please take charge of things while we’re indisposed,” Mei ordered.

“Of course,” Siu promised, panting hard from where she stood. Her red shield was still up and keeping them safe.

Ash knew for a fact that she wasn’t tired, or even running low on Qi.

She was just suffering the recoil from her own Dao, or a price that she needed to pay.

Given what Locke had told him he would need to do, he was certain it was the latter.

Thankfully, Ash didn’t have any recoil from his Dao, as the price he paid was always in Qi. If he didn’t have the support of the Brides and his eternal pull of Qi, his Dao would simply be impossible for him to handle.

Mei, Jia, Rou, and Na vanished.

Leaving Ash feeling strange with so many of his allies departing in what could only be classified as “wounded” condition.

“I think we can pull in the shield now,” Locke offered with a heavy sigh.

Ash imagined it was because the formations she’d spent so much time and effort scrawling on the walls of the Qi fortress, were about to be dismissed with nothing to show for it.

All those defensive formations being worked out came to amount to nothing at all.

“Thank you, Locke Sheng,” Ash murmured as he began withdrawing the Qi back into himself.

“Yes, yes, I’m a kind and charitable wife. You’re very welcome,” Locke said with a bubbly laugh. Then she put an arm around Xiuying’s shoulders and pulled her close to herself. She turned and looked at the living lucky charm. “Now, dear Xiu, you need to step up.

“With Mei, Jia, and Na, all gone, Ash likely will have issues. He won’t have anyone to look after him. You’ll need to take over.”

“Oh! Yes, that’s not a problem at all. Hui and I can handle it perfectly,” Xiuying remarked excitedly. “But… but should I go to his bed tonight or Hui? I was supposed to go in a week, and Hui in two days.”

“Ahhh, we don’t talk about that in front of Ashley, remember?” Locke asked with a laugh and tapped her on the nose with a fingertip. “You can start tonight. It was Na’s turn.

“I’ll reorganize it otherwise. Siu will help you and make it great for you. She needs him today anyway so that really does work out.”

“Oh good, thanks, Sister,” Xiuying chirped brightly.

Ash ignored them.

He was busy pulling back all his Qi. The walls had been thickened so much that it didn’t take long before he began offsetting Qi elsewhere.

To begin with, he started to make sure every single Bride he had a chain to was topped off with Qi.

Surprisingly, Ren was nearly empty.



“She sent everything she had your way. Everything. And before you ask, she’s fine. Everyone she held in thrall or by contract was released, sent out of the Sheng fortress, or recruited into the Alliance. She’s just a massive Qi bank now.”





Oh. Alright.





“I won’t lie, it’s annoying. Ren didn’t want to talk about it and simply wanted it to be a surprise trump card. To be able to rush in and save you.





“Admittedly, you didn’t need her Qi, but she was just about the first person to shove Qi your way. Still annoys me.





“You have such a fondness for… mature… women. I’m glad that you view me as one, along with Siu, but Ren seems to hit differently for you.”



Ash pulled a chunk of Qi off, filled it with gratitude, kindness, care, warmth, and a promise to make it right with her, then sent it off to Ren.

The intelligent woman would likely be waiting for some such response from him, given her plan.

Slowly, he withdrew all his Qi and stored it away.

During all that, he really didn’t look around. He was entirely focused on storing Qi. He would need all of it if he had to pull on his Dao any time soon, so he had to be somewhat of a spendthrift.

When all the Qi was pulled back in, Ash lifted his head up.

Tala, Moira, Chunhua, and Hui were spread out around him.

Locke, and Xiuying were directly next to him.

Siu was just about wrapped around him from behind. Her head was laid against his shoulder and her front was pressed to his back.

“It looks clear,” Chunhua murmured, standing at the edge of the pink sphere that encircled them all. Siu hadn’t pulled it down and it remained nearly at the same distance away. “A lot of… a lot of bones. Ashes and that’s… that’s it. How hot did it get in here?”

“The wall melted in some places,” remarked Xiuying. “Sister Tala is… ah… just… far too hot.”

“Tala is far too hot?” Locke asked with a laugh. “Xiuying, you never told me you were interested in our big Bunny-Wife.”

“As she should be. All women and men should be interested in my glorious self. It’s a shame for them I have but one love and only one person I shall give it to,” Tala remarked, then left the safety of the slowly lightening red sphere.

It was returning to a pink color.

She stepped up to the wall and pressed her fingertips to it.

“It’s quite smooth. It most certainly did melt,” Tala remarked and looked back to everyone.

Chunhua exited the sphere and hustled over to the entryway.

Holding her hands out in front of herself, she threw out a great deal of Qi. Quickly emptying out half of it in a flash.

Earth and rock tore free from the ceiling and the floor at the same time.

Forming itself into a wall and sealing them into this chamber.

If Ash hadn’t actually seen it formed, and knew where the original entrance was, he’d have no way to tell where the door had actually been.

It looked identical to the rock all the way around the chamber.

“Help me. Everything hurts,” whimpered Siu in his ear, her mouth as close as it could be. She was wrapped around him and he could feel her across him. Especially her increased assets that were bordering on Locke’s. “My Dao sets me on fire on the inside.”

“The defenses are still up. That’s rather impressive,” Moira said and reached out to touch one of the pillars around them, though she did it with her fingernails only first.

“Despite the fact that that’s what was killing the Shadows as well as those Demonic Cultivators?” asked Ash. He reached up and carefully ran his fingers through Siu’s hair. “Because it was pumping out a lot of Qi to kill them all, then we just about melted it all.”

Siu squeezed herself tighter to his back, her hands now pressed to his chest. The pink sphere blinked several times, then faded away to nothing.

“It’s very potent,” Moira confirmed, pressing her hand to the pillar now. “Though it is very depleted compared to how it felt when it first displayed it’s power.”

“Why did it activate, by the way?” Hui asked. She hadn’t said much for a while. Her face had borne a thoughtful expression for a significant amount of time. “It didn’t mind us very much. Didn’t even seem to care.

“Nor did it attack the Qi fortress you made, did it Ashley?”

“No, it didn’t,” Ash confirmed, still running his fingers through Siu’s hair. Smoothing it back and lightly scratching his fingernails against her scalp. “It didn’t even act as if it knew we were here. The defenses were entirely focused on the Shadows and what we assume are Demonic Cultivators.”

“Then this Lord of Graves was someone who was opposed to them,” Hui surmised, reaching out to touch a pillar just as Moira had done. “Or at least, opposed to the Horned-Man or something related to him.

“We can also assume he had something to do with the Qi Plague at that point. Those in the deity plane were not happy with him and seemed quite angry to hear the realm was dead.

“With that in mind, we can simply assume the Horned-Man caused all this, is related to it, and the Lord of Graves, was most displeased with the Horned-Man and the plague.”

Xiuying clapped her hands together several times, then threw herself at Hui and hugged her. Practically hanging off the rather strong cultivator like a child might.

“Oooh! Sister Hui! You’re amazing!” cheered Xiuying. “I wish I had your brains. I’d have to stumble over the answer to be able to come up with that. Like… actually stumble. Probably put my head through a wall, too.”

Hui stood there stone-faced.

Then cracked a smile, only to end up hugging Xiuying in return.

“Unnnngh, Sister, you’re much stronger than I,” groaned Xiuying.

Hui only laughed, picked up the other woman, and began walking over to the wall. Apparently, she wasn’t about to let her go, but wanted to go get a closer look at the carvings.

Because surprisingly, even where the walls melted, the carvings remained.

Ash looked away from that to one of the pillars nearby.

The power it was showing on the outside felt wrong.

It didn’t match what was on the exterior.

Simple images, carvings of things, and epithets, wouldn’t be throwing out the power it was. Nor could he feel any type of storage that was here in the chamber.

As far as he could tell, there was nothing that should make the chamber respond the way it did.

The pillar itself didn’t look out of the ordinary.

If anything, it seemed quite simple.

Yet it wasn’t melted as parts of the walls were.

The only thing that wasn’t melted were the carvings on the wall, despite those carvings looking like nothing worthwhile at all.



Unless… unless there’s something inside the pillar? Or on the other side of the walls?





Just as we were inside the fortress, could this just be the wrong side that we’re looking at?



“Hui, dear, my beautiful, and highly intelligent Bride, could you—”

Before he could finish, Hui just about appeared before him. As if she’d sprinted from where she’d been, leaving Xiuying behind, and re-materializing in front of Ash.

Blinking, he looked at her.

She smiled at him from ear to ear and nodded her head rapidly.

Waiting for him to finish.

“I think we’re on the wrong side,” he finished and tapped the pillar. He glanced to the side and saw Locke working at the door with Chunhua at her side. Those two were more than good enough to figure out how to open the door. He looked back to Hui. “I think whatever is making this pillar strong, is on the inside of it.

“Whatever is giving those walls strength and causes all this, is on the other side.

“Like… the carvings I made upon your back. No one could see your back without you taking your clothes off, yet the power comes from there.”

“Ah!” Hui blurted out, her mouth moving from smile, to frown, to smile again. She nodded her head several times and began looking down at the ground as she walked around.

Xiuying caught up to her, snatched up the other woman by the hand, and began looking around with her. The two of them slowly walked in circles while staring at the ground.

Hui hadn’t said what she was looking for, which meant Xiuying was just randomly doing the same thing without an idea in her head of what she was scanning for.



Eh… she’ll probably find it because of that.



“I think I got it,” Locke said from the door.

Looking at the lovely woman, Ash tilted his head to the side.

He was still sitting on the ground with Siu wrapped around him like a cloak. One hand was lightly grazing its fingers along her scalp, the other now held against her forearms across his collarbone.

Oddly enough, he could feel her slowly calming down. As if his affection was dulling an edge to the blade that cut at her.

“Siu, dear, can I stand up? Do you want me to hold your hand or something else?” he asked in a quiet whisper. He needed to go see Locke, but he didn’t want to move without checking in with Siu.

“Hold my hand. I’ll… I’ll be alright with that,” she whispered back. Slowly, she stood up, disentangling from him.

Getting to his feet, Ash snatched up Siu’s hand in a greedy way and started moving over to Locke.

“Do tell me, my darling Locke Sheng. How do we open it?” he asked. “Or did you mean how to open you? Because I’m interested, but I think I’ll be very busy.”

Chunhua laughed at that while Locke turned red and bit her lip.

Chunhua pointed to a singular slick point of the rock wall.

“Leave my sister alone and tap your ring here, Ashley dear,” stated the sorceress. “It feels exactly as the prison did. This is something locked to the Hall’s particular resonance. I don’t know why, or how, but it is.”

“Does that mean the Lord of Graves was related to the prison, the government, or the Imperial Clan?” Siu asked in a breathy voice.

She had pulled on his arm until it was quite firmly trapped against her chest. In addition, she’d pulled his hand down and put it into a very awkward position.

“I think… all of the above,” Locke mumbled and pointed about the door. “I don’t understand all of this, as it feels like a slang version of the language they speak or spoke here, but it’s similar.

“It’s an epithet to the One Emperor and the One Realm. To those who died and the devil that caused them to suffer eternally.”

Ash carefully retrieved his hand from Siu and offered her the other one. This time he managed to grab her hand with his and hang onto it. He most certainly didn’t want her putting his hand where the other had been previously.

Reaching out, he lightly tapped his ring to the suggested point.

Immediately, the door creaked, groaned, then began to open. Rolling away and into itself, just as the other door had.

The room beyond it wasn’t much larger than Ash’s home with the Sheng family when he first arrived.

It wasn’t elaborate, filled with treasures, or even furniture.

A solitary skeleton was laid out on a stone slab that’d been carved from one piece of stone, rubbed smooth, and laid upon the earth directly.

Other than the skeleton and plinth where it rested, there was a single wooden chest at the foot of the slab.

Outwardly, it had an appearance that looked rather mundane, but Ash could feel a strange current of Qi moving through it.

Entering the tomb, he found out the reason for why he could feel Qi from the chest.

The exterior of it was covered in carvings. Many of them looked very similar to the ones he had made but different.

“It’s in the same language as the one we know, though it has some changes in it,” Locke remarked, leaning over the chest, and peering at it from up close. “It’s… well, where it felt like a degradation in that shop we visited, this feels more like an extension.

“Someone who knew the language perfectly, and how to carve, added more to it. That’s what this feels like. Uh… like… an expansion pack, I guess?”

“A what?” Chunhua asked curiously.

“Never mind,” stated Locke firmly. “It’s like they built another room to the house but integrated it perfectly.”

“Can we scan it and add it?” Ash asked. “Actually, never mind. I’m sure you already have.”

“I indeed have. I’ll have to do some tests to see what they all do since… there’s no inherent knowledge on it,” Locke admitted. “But I’ll get there. I have lots of time and the ability to do multiple things at the same time.”

“Oh? You’re truly well now, Sister?” Moira asked, having followed the others into the tomb. “I’m glad to hear that. You’re as you once were?”

“If not better. Ash’s Dao decided I needed to forcibly be turned into a Spirit, become the Artifact, and become a true woman all at the same time,” grumbled Locke. “Part of it was what he took from that Horned-Man. It irrevocably changed the Hall, me, and his Dao.”

“Ah, yes. And what did my excellent Husband take as a prize?” Tala asked, entering the tomb. She went straight for the corpse.

“Well… a fragment of that Horned-Man’s divinity, I guess you could say,” Locke explained, then sighed. “I kind of have a soul now, by the way. I think it was part of Ash’s soul that was torn out of him to be replaced with this… divinity.”

“Wait, this… what?” Ash asked, feeling a lot like too much had been said too fast.

“Part of your soul was ejected when you took that piece from the Horned-Man,” Locke repeated, delicately tracing a finger along the carvings on the chest. “It landed in me. My… my body. Then your Dao manhandled it, and it became my soul. It fills me.

“Only to forcibly bind me to the Hall and then to your Middle Dantian.

“I’m your wife, Martial Spirit, and Artifact, all in one. I have no idea what’ll happen if I get pregnant or how the child will turn out. I’m rather nervous about it, if I’m being honest.”

“Congratulations,” Moira said with a deep joy in her words. She reached out and patted Locke on the back and began to gently rub it. “You were always a woman to me, with or without a soul, now you have no excuse to ever consider yourself as anything else.

“I’m glad to hear it, as I know you were concerned over what happened in the prison and how Rou had to seal what essence you had to your own body.”

Locke laughed at that, then stood up. She spun around and caught the Owl in a hug and hung onto her.

“As to your children, that’s fine,” Tala remarked poking at the skull with a finger. “My Cuddly-Bunny Wife self will assist you and be your surrogate if you can’t have a child on your own. It isn’t as if it’s not in my nature to over-breed.”

Ash had been so focused on the conversation he hadn’t heard Xiuying or Hui come up behind them.

Which was why when Xiuying tripped and slammed face first into his rear end, he was unprepared for it.

Jerking forward, he ended up losing hold of Siu and getting slammed into the plinth, his head whipping forward.

He managed to catch himself a moment before bashing face first into the skeleton’s ribcage.

Before he could pull away, he noticed something.

Something he wouldn’t have without being inches from the bones.

“There’s carvings on the bones themselves,” Ash mumbled to himself. “How… how do you carve onto your bones?”

“I found out what you wanted me to,” Hui offered as everyone helped Xiuying up. They quickly began brushing her off, tidying her hair, straightening her clothes, and making sure she was okay. “There are carvings on the interior of the stone pillars. As well as the ceiling and the floor.

“It isn’t visible even from the other side though. I found a spot in the ground that I could break through and only found rock on the other side. The carvings are on the inside of the rock somehow. That’s the only possibility left.”

“Like… bones?” Ash asked aloud, then stood up.

The connection that it was possible to carve your bones would have never occurred to him without Xiuying’s timely push.

He turned, grabbed Xiuying by the shoulders, and promptly hugged her.

His lucky charm was ever lucky, and he’d be a fool to toss her away in any circumstance.

Surprisingly, Xiuying turned her head, and kissed him as he held onto her.

To which he eagerly kissed her back, pulling her in closer to himself.

There was no denying he was physically interested in her. Up to this point, there’d been a lot of touching, most of it innocent.





Thirty





Rou turned the page in the journal, her mouth moving from frown, to grimace, to frown again. Her eyebrows were slowly moving up as well.

“I understand it,” she murmured. “The Lord of Graves was a Qi-Healer. You were right Locke.”

Locke was still fiddling with the chest that the journal had come out of. She had also picked up one of the bones and held it in her left hand. Looking between the chest and the bone.

“Mm, I don’t actually understand it, but I recognized it,” she murmured. “I really don’t have any true… special abilities. I just have an awareness of things and what’s what.”

“That’s not true at all,” Xiuying stated angrily, marching over to Locke and lightly thumping her on the back. “You’re the one who keeps us all happy with one another. You smooth out the rough spots so we don’t… we don’t… you know… anyway, you make it right.

“On top of that, you manage the Hall! It’s not like any of us do anything in the Hall, you do it all. All of it.”

Xiuying was working herself to a full head of steam now.

“Okay! Okay. You’re right, Xiu, you’re right. I’m sorry,” Locke said with a laugh, looking over her shoulder at Xiuying. “You’re right. I retract my statement.

“Ashley, I think I can incorporate all the new carvings into the Hall. You’ll have to take it in just like you did the first time but… it’s fine.

“There’s also a lot more here. The bones… the bones are all carved, you’re right. Carved in similar ways to what we did with everyone’s backs.

“I’m only starting to scratch at the surface here but… we could easily carve into bones and use them as multipliers. Since most Qi and Dantian usage would reach the bones before the back.”

“Oh? Are you going to tell me I can make my beautiful sorceress even more powerful?” Ash asked while looking over Rou’s shoulder at the journal. None of it made sense to him, but he was hoping it’d deviate away from Qi Healing to something more noteworthy.

“Yes. But also no,” Locke said as she moved away from the chest to the bones again. “Yes, in that Chu will become absolutely mind-bendingly powerful. No, because… I think we can forcefully alter a Dantian with this. Forcefully make everyone more powerful than just what their talent allowed.

“The things that he put upon himself, the sheer… magnitude of what he tried and tested, it’s not something I can understand.

“Clearly many of these failed, and I can actually tell which ones did. It’s only a matter of injecting a small amount of Qi and I can follow the channel.

“Except the failed ones still try to activate. Still attempt to turn on. It would’ve been incredibly painful to simply… exist.”

“He was a Qi-Healer who understood how to carve into his bones,” Rou mumbled. “Everything in here talks about treating the plague, techniques, and half-made abilities that he gave up on.

“It doesn’t tell me as to his reasoning, or his goal, but I think I can guess.

“I think he was called the Lord of Graves as he would seek out those suffering from the plague. Attempt to cure them with… all of this… and then would bury them when they died.”

“That makes sense,” Hui conceded with a nod of her head. “It also would fit all those depictions that were on the ceiling, floor, and walls. With that context, it makes sense.

“He cursed those that caused the plague. Building tombs all over the realm, all of them defiant to those that made this happen. Dedicating them to the Grassy Vale’s Imperial Family and wishing only for the realm to be reborn.

“I think… this individual was the same who left the journal at the prison. I don’t think he made it in. Something happened that made it impossible for him to enter or join them, or for him to get them out.

“With his original goal gone, he must have come out here and… and did what he did. I don’t think he was originally a Qi-Healer.”

“He wasn’t,” Rou whispered. “All of his techniques are without the base knowledge I have. These are all so… wildly unorthodox when compared to my own abilities.

“I could easily utilize a bone correction here, rather than what he did.”

Rou pointed to a random diagram to one side of a page.

“Well, Rou, it sounds like you have some work to do,” Ash murmured. “Did he ever discover how to cure the plague?”

“No. I already flipped to the back. I’ve got some ideas though on what I can do. He didn’t have my knowledge,” offered Rou with a shake of her head. “I didn’t have his testing. If I combine the two, I think I can start making progress toward that.”

Rou closed the journal, looked at Ashley, and gave him a smile.

“Our dear Locke has realized that she can pull people from the Manse into to the Hall, from there, she can drop them off where she entered the Hall from,” Rou stated. “In other words, even though we entered the Manse from here, we can exit wherever we need. Though this is clearly limited in many ways as it becomes a one-way trip and only within an area around you.

“I’m going to go back to the Manse and start testing on the plague with Jia and Mei, as they’re still conscious. They can tell me what they feel or experience.

“And don’t worry, I already know what killed everyone the Lord of Graves worked on. He didn’t have my background and didn’t understand how Qi truly interacts with the body.

“He spent their Qi to the point that they just… passed on. I won’t be making that mistake. He really wasn’t a Qi-Healer, and so he probably couldn’t even discern he was spending it.

“I’ll applaud his genius for learning what he did, but… there still needs to be a starting point for things. A point of… ignition. A base.

“Tala could never learn to utilize Water Qi and Jia could never use Fire. Each could do something similar though. Jia could boil water to a point where it’d be hot enough to rival fire.

“Our dear Bunny-Wife could strip the heat from a thing until it became icy. Yet each had a starting point.

“The Lord of Graves was able to learn and do much, but it was without the benefit of the starting point particular to Qi-Healers. I’m much more fortunate.”

Rou smiled, looked around, touched her ring, and vanished into the Manse.

“I’m going to take all of this to the Hall,” Locke blurted out and began loading the bones into the chest. “I need to really dig into it. Siu, you’re… ah… Moira, you’re in charge of the Sheng ladies.”

Siu was, once again, wrapped around Ash. Rubbing herself all over his back while clutching at him from behind.

She did seem better than previously, but not back to her original self.

He wasn’t going to fault her, given that she was this way due to his needs.

Reaching up, he patted at her hands and then gestured back the way they’d come from.

“Of course I am,” Moira replied with a wide smile. Her large eyes glittered oddly.

Locke nodded at that, smirked, then left into the Hall.

“Let’s head back up and talk to those waiting for us. We can explain it to them and see what they say,” Ash requested. “Maybe figure out if they know who the Horned-Man is. Where the Shadows are and where they came from.”

Ash also wanted to know if maybe those Demonic Cultivators he’d put chains on led to where the Shadows resided.

They grouped up and went into the previous chamber.

It didn’t take long for Ash to be able to set up an elevator for them out of his Qi.

All the while, he was doing his best to sense everything around them.

As far as he could.

The fact that the Horned-Man hadn’t triggered anything from Ash and his sensing abilities had left him feeling vulnerable.



“He was a deity. Not a Qi user. You couldn’t sense him because of that. He didn’t use or attract Qi in the same way as you or ah… or I, would.”





Have I mentioned it’s somewhat endearing that your soul was born from a fragment of mine?





Doesn’t that make you my soul mate, my lovely Locke?





Do you feel like you might swoon at the idea of it?





I know how your heart yearns for such a deep and fateful connection, Locke.





You once told me I could force the momentum of it if I wished, though I think now, even I couldn’t stop it.





“I… uhm… yes.”





Where are you in my pillar?





“What?”





Where?





“I’m-that-ah… I’m in the very dead center at the bottom. My statue is apparently trying to hold everything up on itself.”



Ash nodded his head.

That made sense to him.

“Oh, that was easy,” Xiuying remarked as the elevator stopped in front of the hole.

“And also dangerous if he wished it. If our dear Ashley wanted to crush someone against a ceiling, this is a mechanism that could do it with ease,” Tala advised with a chuckle. “Every day I find new ways that my Cuddly Bunny-Wife Self should admire you, Ashley.”



That’s a good thought.



Letting himself consider such a thing, Ash didn’t pay much attention as they all got off the elevator.

Nor did he pay attention when he pulled the Qi back into himself and followed everyone back up the stairs and to the exit.

Only when they stepped out of the tomb and saw it was evening did he have another useful thought.

A small number of Magical Beasts were there to greet them as they exited. Though Ash felt like there were more nearby, likely behind the crypt.

The Qi didn’t feel correct, and he could sense strong personages behind him somewhere.

“Ah! You’re back!” declared a Chimpanzee that’d jumped to its feet.

“The Humans are back?” asked what sounded like Satasi.

In a small group, a group of Horses came around from the back of the crypt, just where Ash had been expecting them. “Ah! I’m glad to see you’re well. I’m here to take you to everyone. They’re currently having a council while they waited.”

Amusingly, Ash found the horse he’d ridden amongst their number. Traces of his Qi were hanging around them.

“Oh, my horse,” Ash said brightly and walked right over to it. He patted it twice on the head, jumped up, swung his leg over its back, and mounted it smoothly.

Grabbing it by the mane, he hung on tight to it.

Pressing his ankles to its sides, he locked it into place with his Qi.

“A few of my companions suffered injuries and won’t be able to move with us,” Ash advised, looking to the wide-eyed Horse. “I do have news though. I’d be delighted if you could lead us to where the others are.”

The rest of his group began to slowly mount up on other horses.

Patting the horse on the head, then rubbing at its neck, Ash forcefully wheeled it around to face Satasi.

“Lead on,” Ash said with a warm smile.

Satasi made an odd noise, then turned, and began leading everyone away.

Ash wasn’t looking forward to explaining the whole thing to everyone.

It sounded boring.

“Moira,” Ash began, looking over at the Owl. She was on foot and wasn’t likely to take a horse.

“Yes, Ashley?” she replied, smiling ear to ear, and looking at him.

“Can you explain the whole thing to them? You’ve got a better memory, and I’d probably leave something out,” Ash asked. “I know I’m being lazy but… yeah, I’m just being lazy.”

Moira laughed at that, raised an eyebrow, then dipped her head.

“Of course, I’ll handle it. I look forward to it. I always look forward to chances to showcase what your original companion is capable of. After all… it wasn’t Jia who was there for you on your Black Day. It was… me,” she murmured, then launched herself into the air.

Tala began laughing at that and looked at Ash.

“Oooh… my dear Ashley,” she said even while laughing. “I know you don’t like us fighting much about ‘who’s on top’, but I have to confess… I’m really looking forward to you carving my bones.

“I want to grind Chu’s face into the dirt once the talent gap is removed.

“You hear that, Sister? I’m going to beat you, bandage you up, and give you medicine from my own stash. I’m going to care for you so tenderly that your soul cries.”



So… very odd.





It is and isn’t Cultivator-like.





“It’s their own version of it. I rather like it.





“They view winning as a privilege to care for those they’ve beaten. To truly be strong, one has to be able to protect those that are weaker than them.





“Chunhua has been extraordinarily kind to everyone she clobbers. Even going so far as to personally mend their clothes with needle and thread.





“As to who she beats… that’s… everyone.





“Except me, of course. I’m not allowed to participate, as I’m the referee and rule keeper for the group.”











***





“— then we left the tomb,” Moira said with a sigh. “Our wounded have been taken elsewhere, though it’s certain that these Shadows, as well as their living counterparts, are those who were responsible, or related to the plague.”

“We would ask you all where do these Shadows come from? Where do they reside? They must be eliminated as a whole to protect our people,” murmured Ash with a small shake of his head. “My people. I can’t let such people exist when they clearly mean ill.

“I’m happy to remain neutral or allies with both of your sides, but I must be an enemy of the Shadows. I cannot allow them to exist given… given the threat they possess.”

Sighing loudly, followed by a groan, the Lion turned its head and looked towards the Pig at its side.

“Yes… yes, we understand. They are in what they call the capital,” remarked the large Pig with a soft snort. “It is several days north from here, but that is in a straight line. If you… if you head east to a city of the Lion people, then exit north along the paved road, you will eventually reach the ‘capital’.

“Given the ruins of this location, we have assumed it’s the original capital of the humans that lived here.”

“They live in the ruins and care not at all to rebuild it,” stated the Chimpanzee with a grunt. “We have spied on them several times to understand them. They are no different than that horrible monster Rishaki.”

“That is most certainly an issue you’ll have to contend with,” Tasa said with clipped words, turning to look at Ash.

“What, Rishaki?” Ash asked.

“Yes,” replied the Tiger. “While my people have no interactions with them, there is no love lost. They are quite aggressive to anyone and all peoples.”

“Oh, well, good news. Pretty sure I killed him. Lot of his people, too,” Ash remarked with a wide smile. “I don’t think they’ll be an issue. I could be wrong but… he was enormous. Gigantic.”

“You… killed him?” asked the mouse in a quiet voice. Their entire body had grown still with the words.

“Yes. As I said, I think it was him. I could be wrong. But… ginormous,” Ash answered. He was surprised the news hadn’t spread about it. “I did hope he wasn’t that well liked around here. Ashiok seemed to think he was trading a bad customer for a good one.”

“He was most certainly not well liked,” said the Tiger in a low rumble. “Well. This has been an incredibly newsworthy meeting, Ash Sheng of the Sheng Alliance.

“I, Tatan, officially invite you to come visit my people as a welcome guest. We are a day’s travel south-ward from here, and are neighbors with Ashiok. Though the terrain makes travel somewhat difficult at times.”

“Speaking of terrain,” the Chimpanzee put in before anyone else could say anything. “We keep speaking to him as if he can travel as we do. It’ll be much more than three days at a human’s walk along the road to the capital.”

“We’re much faster than you think,” Tala interjected with a chuckle.

“Though we would be pleased if we could please borrow some of your clan mates, noble Tasa,” Ash said, and looked to the leader of the Horse people. “If you do not mind, that is.”

Ash said the last while idly rubbing a hand up and down the head of the horse he sat upon. Only to rub at the base of their ears delicately.

“That’s… that’s fine,” Tasa got out with a long exhale. “It’s fine. Please. Those that you’ve already selected would serve admirably as companions for your travel.

“I only ask that you please take care of them as you would your own.”

“I can easily promise that,” Ash asserted with a nod of his head.

It seemed their direction was already set, and their goal was set before them.



The capital.





To find the Horned-Man and the Shadows.





Or at the very least, the Shadows and their Demonic Cultivator companions.





Because I’m pretty sure the direction so many of those chains are going… is to the north.





Even the ones that lead off the realm. To Yue and everyone else.





“That they are. That… they are,”

 confirmed Locke. 
“I suppose this is all coming to a head. Much faster than we expected. We’ve only just begun moving through the realm.”





Well, just because we find the exit doesn’t mean we can just go through it immediately.





We’ll need to set up a fortress or waypoint there. We’ll need to be able to control the exit, just as we do the entrance.





But… that’s for when we get there.





For now, we have the entirety of the trip to make.





How’s everyone in the Manse?



Ash couldn’t quite bring himself to ask it directly.



“Mei and Jia are catatonic now as well. Rou was able to do some testing with both of them before they lost the ability to respond.





“She made progress, but doesn’t have any solid answers yet. At the moment, she thinks it has to do with converting Qi through the Dantian.





“That it’s either too much, or too little, and ends up just… putting them into that state you saw Na in.”



That idea tickled at something in the back of Ash’s head, but he couldn’t place it.

Instead, he shrugged, patted the horse he sat on, and wondered how long it’d take them to reach the capital.





Thirty-One





“The knights should be coming along in a day or two,” Locke reported a second after returning from the Manse and entering the Hall.

Ash nodded his head at that as he ran his chisel along the parapet edge of the castle. Leaning back, he then tilted his head to the side.

He pushed out a small line of Qi and then set it atop the wall.

It was just a fraction off, but so close that you wouldn’t be able to see it without a perfect straight edge.

“Even then,” muttered Ash, staring. He had to really lean in to see the gap. “Even then it’s almost impossible. Fine, it’s fine.”

Retracting the Qi, Ash sighed, nodded his head, then looked to Locke.

“A day or two. Well, that’s good. I’m not far off from being done. Maybe a week,” Ash said and gestured at the model castle. It was different than the manse, as it was the same size, but the scale was vastly different.

The design was the same with a catch to split it apart.

Except he’d done it so it had four sections that it could split into.

Which meant it was readily six or seven times bigger than the manse.

“After I’m done with this one, I should remake the Bridal Manse, or just expand the current one,” Ash remarked. “I think I can do either easily enough now. I’m leaning toward expanding it though, and adding more interior spaces. More rooms.

“I feel like a lot of the Brides have already settled into how it is now and wouldn’t want to change that for them.

“That and add a small gatehouse at the edge so that the Manse and the Castle can be connected there. I’ll need your help to make that formation and enchanting work. I can’t even begin to contemplate how to make that line up.”

“They have settled into it, yes. It’ll be good to add more to it. I think adding more to the middle wouldn’t be a problem at all. The size is irrelevant, too,” Locke confirmed. “The Brides took the Manse and buried it deep in the prison at the heart of the school.

“Beneath the knight golem barracks and buried in stone and earth. A Bride with a smattering of talent for enchantment put some spells around the Manse so that it’ll have fake weather, wind, and sun.

“It’s actually quite nice, you should come visit sometime. And yes, I’m sure we can put the Castle in the same room as the Manse. If anything, we can create an artifact to connect the two locations with a middle area.

“Perhaps an arena, or marketplace. Somewhere they could bring non-members while also keeping their homes separate from outsiders?”

“Oh,” Ash said as if he’d dropped a vase. “Yes, that’d be a better idea, wouldn’t it. Haha. Good thing you’re as smart as you are beautiful. I’ve been a bit… lacking, as of late.”

“It’s understandable, given the situation,” Locke comforted him, laying a hand on his back. “They’re fine, by the way. Rou and Chunhua are working to keep them quite healthy and well taken care of.

“Other Brides take turns to make sure as well. Everything that can be done, is being done.

“Just do what you can. Focus on the castle. On me. I’ve kept you as distracted as I can, haven’t I?”

“You sure have,” agreed Ash with a grin. He reached out, snatched up Locke’s right hand, and lightly squeezed it with his left. “Thanks, hon. I appreciate you.”

Locke’s face split just about in half.

Ear to ear, red cheeked, looking embarrassed while flattered, she displayed the very definition of a smile. He could practically feel her vibrating in place.

“So, how’s that… god… deity… thing, we pulled out of the Horned-Man?” Ash asked, curious.

“Working at it. Digesting it. It was forcefully made a part of you, but that doesn’t mean we’re incorporating it, or using it well,” Locke answered, the smile diminishing a touch. “Though what little I’ve turned over seems to be doing many things.

“I think part of it is what you did with your Dao, getting caught up with this fragment. It’s why you jumped the track so to speak. I think.

“Forcefully pushing against destiny, reversing fate, and fighting a god. Defying the god. Fighting them directly. You struck at them.”

“Oh? Well. Neat. Not really useful until I get a lot stronger and have a deeper Qi-Sea. It’ll be nice when the time comes though,” Ash murmured with a sigh. Then he squeezed her hand, let it go, and opened up the castle. “I wanted to bring up bone carvings as a topic this evening. I’m sure my deity-level artifact, award winning beauty, super intellectual, freakishly interesting wife named Locke Sheng has been grinding away at everything she’s learned.

“Especially since you had me carve so many ‘examples’ onto arm bones for you.”

“Yes! Actually, Chu, Rou, and I have been working hard at it! Rou has a lot of bodies she keeps on hand for training and the like,” Locke began with a light laugh.



Bodies?



“— most of them are even still alive. She apparently really liked your idea about having living martial arts dummies,” continued Locke. “So, we’ve been experimenting on them.

“All those bones you carved were from them. We just pulled the bones out, had you carve them, then put them back, and measured the results.

“We’ve got a lot to show for it already. Lots of success and things to avoid in the future. Given my… given… well, what I became in coming here, I’ve been performing a lot of the work simply with testing based on these results. I’m about fifty percent through with putting together a new chapter in your particular set of skills.”

“You put the bones back?” Ash asked incredulously.

“Yes! We just… put the bones back. Then Rou had them all grow back in, and Chu would forcefully push Qi in,” Locke confirmed excitedly, nodding her head up and down. “Though I think I was wrong. These carvings will certainly narrow the gap between the talented and untalented, but it won’t remove it outright. There will still be a small gap.”

“How small?”

“Perhaps the difference between a single level? Or as Xiuying calls it, Refiner Rank One level one and Refiner Rank One level two. Still, being able to put someone like Tala, who isn’t even a cultivator, into a position where she’s as strong as Chu and has almost a coin flip on beating her in a fight to the death, that’s incredible.

“Suddenly your words about talent being pointless rings ever more true. Now we can start scooping up even those with terrible talent, so long as they’re of the right mindset.”

Ash didn’t respond to that immediately.

That sounded like an incredible investment to put into someone brand new. There would need to be a lot more that went into the initial selection if that was to be the case.

“How’s Ren and the Sect?” he asked.

“She’s lonely. It’s obvious she’s pinned her entire future as a woman on you,” Locke grumbled, her smile morphing into a frown. “She grows the sect ever larger in your name. Ever larger. Anyone with a Dantian is immediately brought into the sect for testing for capability.

“All the other rogue cities were brought down, by the way. Ren just took a force comprised of Knights and Brides, and crushed it all. No losses, before you ask.

“Lots of wounded though. So many wounded that it was a near thing. She learned a great deal about using the Brides and Knights in a short period. Siu, Mei, and I have picked her thoughts about it often.

“She might become our general in warfare, considering how quickly she’s grown. Something she never thought of or even contemplated.

“Wasn’t that your point in all this by the way? A grand general found living her life as a crime lord, buried in a world of unwanted desire.”



I mean… yeah, that’s true.



“—rescued by a Chosen One. Ugh. Now it sounds like a love story,” growled Locke.

Ash laughed, gave Locke’s hand a tug, and pulled her up next to himself. He laid his head down against her chest and wrapped an arm around her waist.

“You did this. You gave me a harem. Can’t undo it now. Accept it and learn to deal with,” Ash chided her. “Because that’s what you always told me. Now, anything else g—”

Locke froze up in a strange way as he spoke.

“There’s a lot of people walking into the far edges of my sensory range,” Locke advised. “A lot of them. At least a hundred. They’re clearly heading toward the Tiger city we passed by the other day.”

“Hm. Interesting. I wonder what they’re up to. Anyway. Anything else going on? Anything else I need to know about?”

“Rou wants you to have sex with Na while she’s unconscious to see if there’s any change in her status. The way you… uh… inject Qi, might prove to hold some clues. I personally have no interest in this, and I told her you likely wouldn’t want to do this. That you’d have an aversion to doing such a thing while Na was unconscious.”

“Yes. Yes, I would. Yes, I do. I most certainly won’t be doing that. I’m sure Rou can figure out other ways of testing. I’m sure you’ve already come up with alternatives.”

“I did. She didn’t like it.”

Ash snorted at that, hugged Locke, then went back to the castle.

“Let me know if anything changes, dear. I need to work on this,” he offered.

“Actually… something’s changing even as I watch,” Locke mumbled. Ash glanced at her face and realized she was staring off into space. “All those people are coming straight towards where we’re encamped. Straight to the point where we entered the Hall and Manse, in fact.”

“Really?” Ash asked.

“Yes, it’s as if they know where the point is, somehow.”

Frowning, Ash considered that.

He had no answer to any of this.

“I’ll watch it, but they’re literally racing towards the location we left the plane at,” Locke continued. “I’ll… teleport in and begin moving about. It’s nearly impossible for people to catch me unless I wish.”

With that said, Locke vanished.

Only to somehow be replaced with Xiuying.

“Oh! Ashley!” chirped the goddess of Luck. She was quite literally in the same spot Locke had been in. She grabbed Ash by the face and jerked him down into her cleavage. “I’m so glad you called me! So glad! I thought for sure you were upset at me barging into your room last night and kinda having my way with you. You didn’t seem that upset about it, but you can never tell.

“Oh, oh, did you like what I did with my mouth? Was it nice? Should I do that next time? If you didn’t, we can figure out what works and—”



Why? Why did you bring her here?





“I didn’t? At least, I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to leave the Hall and do it through the Manse so I could move further away. Maybe… I traded places with Xiu?”



Ash checked a sigh, and just sat there, breathing in the scent of flowers that came off Xiuying, as she rattled off just about every possible sexual act that could be done.

Then she suddenly tilted his head back, kissed him, and forced her tongue into his mouth. It seemed Xiuying wanted to experiment again.



Send Siu, please.





Quickly.







***





“They’re just… encamped. All around where we left to the Hall,” Ash said, after Locke said the same thing to him. “It’s obvious that they know something about us, or that we’re there. Somehow.”

Siu, Hui, Chunhua, Rou, Xiuying, Tala, and Moira all considered that. Each of them looked thoughtful and introspective.

“Do you agree with that statement, Ashley?” Hui asked, her brows slowly coming down lower over her eyes.

“There’s no reason that they would know where we are currently, but… well, the artifact puts us back where we went in,” Ashley began, trying to rationalize his thoughts. “Wouldn’t that mean that there’s some type of marker, or something else, that would track back so that we return to where we were? We tested it with jumping in the air and returning a long while back, and we always returned in the air.”

“No, it’s not that,” Hui said with absolute finality and a snap of her fingers. The beautiful woman just about launched herself at Ash with how she shot forward. She thankfully stopped right in front of him. “I figured it out! I know what’s going on!”



Ahhh… yes.





I know what she wants.





This is my own fault, but it’s hard not to give it to her.





She’s so emotionally stable now. So much healthier and clearly a person again.



Ash reached up, gently slid his fingers into Hui’s hair, and then began to lightly rub her head. His fingers rubbing at her scalp and moving back and forth.

“Tell me everything, my glorious strategist. Share with me those brilliant thoughts of yours. Eclipse all with that gifted mind and allow me no doubt as to who is the brains behind me,” Ash asked, smiling at her.

Hui’s eyes had flown wide open, her nostrils flared, and she turned as pale as could be. Her hands were clasped in front of herself, and she was trembling under his hand.

“Yes!” she squeaked, then blinked several times. “I’m… I… I’m all yours, Ashley. That’s all I am. I don’t need any other titles or anything like that.

“As to what it is, it’s your chains. Your chains are likely pulling in Qi. If someone is sensitive enough, couldn’t they follow it to where it’s going?

“I know I myself am quite sensitive to you-you giving me or taking Qi from me. I can even roughly feel what you’re emotionally going through at any given time if I concentrate hard enough.

“I even have a general idea of where you are, but I’m not really trying to figure that part out since where you are is immaterial to me.

“But to someone who is constantly losing Qi? They would want to know who is doing it, and where they are.”

Ash groaned as the realization of it all dawned on him. Even as he pondered what Hui said, it made perfect sense. Every single word she’d said aligned perfectly with what was likely happening.

After all, he was able to get a general sense of distance and even direction because he could see the chain. How could he not expect others to do the same.

Rubbing his fingertips against Hui’s scalp, he casually folded her hair to one side. Shifting her part over and then tucked it behind an ear.

“Yes, I think that’s it,” Chunhua agreed. “I never considered it, but I do believe I can sense where you are generally on the link. I’m surprised I didn’t consider it before.”

“Blind spots,” Ash muttered. “You don’t know what you don’t know. It’s why they call it a blind spot. If you knew about it, you wouldn’t be blind to it.

“Well… now that we know, what can we do about it? Other than sever the links? I’m sure Locke is already sorting through it to figure out if there’s someone there with a chain.”



“There is, of course. I’ve brought it to the forefront of your awareness. Cut that one away and they’ll have nothing to follow.”



A single glance at the chains and Ash could see what she meant. One in particular was glowing a bright orange-like color that made it stand out.

He severed it with a thought.

“Give me the chains to the other demonic cultivators and the like, Locke. Let’s make sure they’re cut too. I’d rather not risk it,” Ash ordered.

A moment later and the other chains were highlighted.

He severed them all without a second thought.

The last thing he wanted was for them to know where he and his people were.

“Wait for the Knights and Brides to arrive, then crush them,” Hui advised. “Tan is in charge of the Knights, and I think one of the Wahst Brides is in charge of the Brides.

“By the way, we found many talented people to join the sect. I’ve met many of them in the Manse, they’re all quite excited.”

“Yes! They’re very nice. Though I get nervous about how some of them view you at times,” Xiuying quickly interjected. “I keep trying to explain to them that yes, you’re amazing, but still just a person. They… well, you know what, I don’t think I’ve been very successful. I feel like they just fall deeper into that belief afterward.”



“They do. Xiu is an amazing cheerleader for you, she just doesn’t realize she’s doing it. They all take her words and how it’s said and turn it into something much grander, despite her best efforts.”





Well… that’s my lucky charm. Gotta keep her around at all times.





“Yes, so it would seem.”



“Alright, then we’ll just wait,” Ash said and then took a short breath, only to let it out in a quick exhale. “In the meanwhile, Locke, see if you can’t capture any for funsies and take them to the Hall. Anyone who seems like they might have some information would be great.”



“Oh! Yes. I can do that. Hahaha, you should make me a prison. Like the castle.”





I should… I should.



Ash stood up and smiled at the others.

“I need to go work on the castle. After that… I need to make a prison. As well as a garden for the Manse. I bet I can make that much quicker. And with all those beast cores, there’s a lot of room to experiment. They were rather generous,” he said. “Well, maybe I’ll make the prison first. I can probably stick it in the middle of the castle.

“Just a massive cut out of cells, one after another. Line them up, stack ‘em in, let Locke fill ‘em up.

“Then again, I still haven’t figured out what the token of a Knight should be.”





Thirty-Two





“Tan and Jin are ready,” Locke reported. “The encampment is still roughly right atop where we would exit from.”

“That’s fine,” Ash murmured and then clicked his tongue. He had been feeling strange after being cooped up in the Hall. As if his momentum was stagnate and he needed to do something about it immediately.

To break free and smash everything holding him back.



Like a body of water pushing against a dam.



“That’s not a bad way to look at it,” Locke replied, turning her head and looking to him with a smile.

They were currently alone in the Hall.

With some odd trial and error, Locke had discovered she could kick people out of the Hall and send them to where another Bride was.

There was a limit to the distance, but it’d been close enough that everyone was able to join the Knights.

Other than Ash.

Locke hadn’t been able to do the same thing with him, as he was the owner of the artifact. It was clear that it couldn’t act against him as he controlled the artifact outright.

That included Locke.

Which reminded them that he was essentially Locke’s owner.

“Should I put on a black-silk choker with an owner’s tag? Like a pet?” Locke asked in a very smooth and heated way that made Ash’s eyes shoot toward her. “It could be fun. Right?”

“Maybe some other time,” Ash allowed and gave her a grin. He was having a hard time right now thinking about fun things as a battle was approaching.

From everything Locke had said, this wasn’t going to be an easy cakewalk.

Those who were here had significant amounts of Qi and radiated power equivalent to those in his own party.

On top of that, he could feel his Dao starting to, what he could only vaguely describe as, bubble. To begin to percolate as if it were a coffee maker coming to a boil, and the first second of that transformation.

His Dao was pushing him to move.

“Is this what Siu feels like?” Ash asked, reaching up to scratch at his chest. “Is this why there’s so many stories of people declining Daos until it fit what they wanted?”

“For Siu… yes. Her Dao is very much centered around you. Around your needs, wants, and desire. I won’t go into more detail than that,” Locke explained, her words coming out slowly. “As for the latter, I don’t know. From all the stories I’ve taken into the Hall, that seems to be the case.

“Imagine if you had a Dao that required you to try and sleep with every woman you saw. Or Ren’s Dao, where she needs to be the most desirable woman there ever was to be safe.

“Yet her own Dao causes her extreme problems.

“You giving her the ability to pause her Dao has given her a lot of leeway to be happy. But… but it’s also going to make it really hard for her to grow depending on how often she pauses it. That control is a tradeoff to her Dao and her power.

“Your Dao is momentum. All movement is momentum, even if it’s slow. Right now, you’re stagnant. Unmoving.

“Bottled up and forced to be so.

“This isn’t your choice to be unmoving, but a choice forced on you. That means your momentum is absolutely stopped.”

“Great,” Ash muttered. “In other words, I can be attacked through my Dao, now.”

“Everyone can. Well, except for those without a Dao.”

“What’s yours?”

“You.”

Ash laughed at that and shook his head.

If he didn’t know Locke as well as he did, that’d sound like a joke.

It was most likely most certainly not. He was quite likely her reason for existing, which meant, he was her Dao.

“Though… I didn’t really want to bring this up anytime soon, but this is a good moment,” murmured Locke in a low tone. One that made him feel like she was about to reveal something he didn’t want. “Yue’s Dao was to eliminate any harm that could befall you. Or something akin to that, I really wasn’t ever sure. I could only vaguely guess about it from talking to her and what she needed.

“Which, while it sounds good on paper, can be really toxic if it’s allowed to go in a bad direction. If it’s allowed to carry off the person moving with that Dao, it could become quite ugly.”

“Like… the whole world should burn as everyone could cause me harm?” Ash asked, wondering if he’d just jumped straight to the end.

“Yeah. Exactly like that. Or maybe even that you are a danger to yourself, so the best way to protect you, is to lock you in a room for all time.”

Ash grimaced and shook his head.

“Ha, is this why Yandere only works in books and stuff? In real life, they’re just crazy. Crazy and unpredictable,” Ash mused.

“I mean, technically I’d be a Yandere, wouldn’t I? Actually… err… hm. So would Chunhua. Rou. Na. Not everyone, thankfully but… you’re a bit surrounded,” Locke answered with a laugh. Then blew out a heavy sigh. “I think Yue has gone truly off the deep end, and whatever she is doing is ‘for Ash’, but isn’t likely something we’d want.”

“Great,” Ash said. “How’s the outside looking?”

“The Knights are carving away at the enemies. The Brides are working just behind them and interceding when needed,” Locke reported. “There’s almost a gap large enough for you and I to breach into. Then it’s going to go badly for everyone.

“Your Dao is very… hm… pent up? Backed up? Held back? It genuinely feels like a massive amount of water pushing on a dam that’s about to give way. I think your Dao is going to lash out quite violently.”

“That’s fine. We’ve already built up a great deal of Qi as of late. We can afford to spend some.”

“Yes, Ren and Liu have been working hard to leverage everyone to build up their Dantians. After all, the Qi isn’t wasted. It just gets sent to their Husband, who will gladly give it back the moment they need it.

“Also, have you noticed that you are constantly adjusting Qi flow rates? I don’t think there’s been a Bride without an absolutely packed Dantian for a good month.

“In fact, Liu and Ren have had to make a few changes. New Brides can only be accepted after their Black Day, as your desire to immediately pack them with Qi was causing an instant Black Day. Regardless of their level.”

Ash blinked and stared hard at Locke. He had no idea he’d done that to people.

“Don’t worry, those impacted were few, and all that happened was their Dantian was expanded a bit too much. They’ll grow into it, but it’ll slow them down for a short period. Nothing actually wrong.

“Liu has been keeping a close eye on them. She thinks it might be something useful to do for those with a smaller Dantian, to help them forcibly widen it. It’d open up the way to cultivation for many others. Then we-oh, we can go over now.”

No sooner had he heard it, than Ash grasped Locke, his Dantians, his Dao, and wrenched everything into the world once more.

As he transported himself back to the realm, there was a thunderous boom that seemed to shake Ash’s world. To the point that Ash thought maybe it was an earthquake.

Grasping his Dao, he demanded that the momentum of everything around him, including that shaking nonsense, heed to his will. That everything around him, out to the Knights and the Brides that encircled this group of Shadows, were all within his domain.

In that forceful jerk upon the world, his Dao being forcefully projected outward, Ash felt a response from everything.

The Brides were immediate and forceful. A roar of absolute conviction and support to his Dao.

A second behind it were the Knights, who had felt shocked at the sudden pull. They were knocked back, in a way. Only to respond in a similar way to the Brides.

Of the Shadows, the response was angry. Angry, hostile, and absolutely in the opposite direction to what Ash wished. A raised weapon brandished and held aloft.

The flow of it all felt similar to what Ash mentally pictured as boats in a storm.

Ash and his people were a storm colliding with a flotilla of boats, all of them intent on pushing through and out of the storm.

All as the storm worked to batter them into the depths.

Ash stood in the center of the enemy formation.

Locke was at his back, and he could feel her pressed literally up against him.

So heavy was the draw on his Qi that he didn’t think to push out Qi in an attack as he had done so previously. Instead, he only conjured up his Qi-made butterfly-swords and held them in front of himself.

Even as his Qi started to flow outward with his Dao, he felt that there was more to it this time. That it wasn’t just his Dao taking hold of the momentum and forcing everyone to dance to it.

Ash hadn’t really opened up his Dao like this since dealing with the Horned-Man.

In truth, he’d been somewhat frightened to do so.

The world itself started to slow down and speed up in an uneven way as he admitted his own fears to himself. Where one part of his field of view was people moving in slow motion and another were everyone and everything was operating at extreme fast forward.

After a few seconds of it, everything snapped back to where it should be.



Ah, it’s like the world of sand. Looking into the future, but… also not.





“Fate. You were viewing fate. Again. Fate is no different than time to you. It’s always moving forward and infinitely changeable. You’re outside of the grip of a ‘predetermined end’.”



Ash only barely heard Locke’s words.

He was mentally grasping at things and attempting to push as he had once done with the world of sand.

As he did, he felt things shift and change in a different way though.

Instead of seeing the future, he saw the end of things.

The several people he was looking at would be killed by Tala at some point of time. The big Bunny would decapitate one of them and skewer the other two.

However, the one that was decapitated would have successfully killed a Bride by then. A young woman named Ai who had ability and talent but lacked experience.

She caught a blade in the ribs and died before Ash could get to her.

Except that wouldn’t happen now.

Ash thrust out with his sword and projected an attack toward them.

Normally the chain coming off such an attack would be limited by the strength of his arm and some of his Qi.

This one had a golden glow that had the weight of his Dao behind it. Chains the size of what one would probably see as an anchor for a battleship. Easily the size of an adult man.

When it struck the individual who managed to kill a Bride in the future, they ceased to exist. Their body was transformed into a pink-mist that splattered out in every direction.

Ai’s fate was canceled in that exact moment, and she would walk away from this battlefield.

Taking in a breath, Ash then flung his awareness into his Dao, rather than trying to see his surroundings.

Charging into his lower Dantian, Ash slammed into the golden pillar.

In that moment he felt an intense and near crippling closeness with a number of women. To the point that he even heard Chunhua’s sharp gasp in her mind as he was literally present inside of her thoughts.

He heard Rou think to herself that Ash was in her mind.

Tala’s muttering about how to act more cutely cut short at his presence.

Rather than listen to any more, especially the inarticulate squealing of Hui appearing in her thoughts, he shot upward through his golden pillar.

Up into his middle Dantian and to the limit of the pillar as it tore ever higher up to his upper Dantian.

It didn’t reach it yet, but it was certainly on the way.

As he filled his Dao, his Dao filled him.

The end point of everything within his domain came to him.

There were several other Brides that would die, as well as two Knights that lost their lives. Even as he saw the ends to the roads they traveled, Ash realized he was running out of Qi rapidly.

The Knights were close enough to Tala and Moira that they could intercede. Ash flung a need for them to save those two individuals.

The Brides were easier, he just ordered them all to retreat.

Even as he made the demand, he felt those Brides stumble away from the fight and sprint away from the battle.

In the next moment, Ash felt the fate of this battle shift. A new Bride would die instead.

Realizing he couldn’t just solve this by making Brides leave, Ash instead threw a need to Siu. To find this Bride and ensure that she didn’t fall.

Siu was a support fighter and wouldn’t be on the front line. She could work in the back.

As the order was given, Ash felt the Bride’s death slip away and be replaced by Siu stepping in at a critical moment. Shielding the Bride and deflecting a fatal blow away, though it became a near fatal one instead.

The Bride would live.

As Ash came back to himself, he realized his Qi was depleted, and he was leaning on what he could draw from the Hall.

“Why do my abilities cost so damn much,” he growled, sinking down to a knee.

Locke was there in the next millisecond, standing over him.

“Because you’re always doing things that shouldn’t be possible for your power level,” she hissed and threw an orb out that was no bigger than a baseball.

It struck a group of Shadows and pulled them into itself. Arms and legs breaking as they were all drawn to the center. Bodies being collapsed and condensed in a bloody goopy mess.

“Yeah, yeah,” Ash got out in a huff. Slowly, he got back to his feet. “Just who I am, I guess.”

Shadows began descending on Ash and Locke in a flurry.

Putting himself at Locke’s back, he began concentrating on just fighting off everyone around them. Leaving his back to Locke and keeping her rear secure.

Qi, of course, flooded back into him, and he was able to regain his strength, but he didn’t try to push into his Dao again. Instead, he let the flow of battle carry him.

Creating a point and counter-point with Locke as they swung back and forth, slaughtering everyone close enough to them.

Bodies were quickly piling up in no time, and yet no one sought to surrender. They were quick to throw themselves at Ash or Locke in an attempt to drag them down.

Several times Locke or he had been forced to rely on the other to drag them back up while defending them.

He never felt truly in danger, but there were several close calls where he nearly sent himself or Locke back to the Hall. An exit was always available to him if the worst outcome became a possibility.

His Dao beat out the rhythm for everyone. Foe and ally alike.

An ever-onward march punctuated with enemies toppling over. Though, strangely, the momentum didn’t actually shift or change much. It just felt blunted.

Redirected away from the battle.

An ongoing sense of unease had been growing in Ash as the fight continued.

Ash blinked as he jerked his butterfly-sword out of the neck of an attractive woman and sent her to the ground. Her head nearly cut clean from her neck.

Only to find Xiuying standing just behind them. She had a sword held in both hands and was nervously looking around for an opponent.

A Shadow lurched away from where they were fighting against a Knight and ran straight for her.

Only for Xiuying to squeak, turn her head to the side, and then duck down. Her sword came out in a low slash at the same time.

The blade caught the Shadow at the knees and knocked them to the side. Hitting the ground with a thud next to Xiuying.

Before they could even move, the Knight they’d tried to disengage from smashed a booted foot through their head.

Blood splattered all across Xiuying’s face.

“Pttff! Blegh!” she sputtered and actually dropped her sword, then made a wrist flicking motion to summon something from her storage.

Surprisingly, a well-made doll appeared in her hands.

“What?” she squeaked and then dropped the doll. Next, a square of fabric appeared, and she immediately began blotting at her eyes and mouth. “Ugh. Blaaagh. It got in my mouth. Eeeeew.”

Wiping at her face, Xiuying didn’t see the doll land near the dead Shadow.

A moment afterward, the strange glassy eyes began to glow brightly from within.

Ash had felt the moment the momentum of the Shadow had died, then suddenly reappeared within the doll. As if they were suddenly the doll now.

“What?” asked a whispered voice. “Where… what? No. No!”

The eyes lost their glow seconds later and a scream rang out.

No sooner had the scream died away than the doll burst apart. A small piece of a beast’s core smoldered and smoked from within the doll. Throwing out several hissing spits of fire.

“Huh? My doll!” Xiuying cried out and leaned over the doll. Hesitantly poking at it. As if she were afraid of it harming her.

At the same time that occurred, Ash felt it when the momentum that’d been present in the doll ended. A defiant strength to resist Ash and his people that broke apart.

In a far more similar a way to what it felt like when people normally died.

“I think… that answers almost too many questions,” Locke mumbled. “Doesn’t it? They move from body to body. That’s why death never bothered them. They weren’t afraid, because they could just go pick up another body.

“And-and that Shadow, that one in particular, got trapped in the doll.”

“A doll with a small piece of a core,” Ash continued. “When the core failed… the… soul? I guess the soul… of the Shadow died. A true death.”

“I think so,” Locke agreed, then slowly slumped down to a seated position directly behind Ash. He could feel her head resting against his thigh. “Sounds like I need to ask Ren to make an army of dolls for us.”

Ash nodded his head as he watched the Brides and Knights slowly work across the bodies to make sure everyone was dead.

“Or… well… you ask her. I don’t think Ren would deny you anything, and you owe her a visit anyway,” Locke prompted.





Thirty-Three





Transferring himself into the Manse, Ash found himself outside of it.

He was in the new “garden” area he’d handed over to the Brides to attach on their own through Locke. The Castle and central meeting place had been handed over as well.

Turning around and looking around, he saw that he was apparently on an open plane. There was a gentle breeze that ruffled his hair and left him feeling refreshed.

It even had a hint of chill to it that made the sun above feel even warmer.

“Okay, this all feels real,” Ash remarked, glancing up to the sun above.

“I know, right?” Xiuying chirped happily and bounced in place. She’d come with him here. Everyone else was working at going over corpses, binding wounds, and getting everyone ready for travel. “Bride Chia is a real magician when it comes to illusions! She’s been going around and putting illusions on the golems as well. There will be a time in the future where people think they’re just people, I’m sure!”

Ash nodded his head and felt a mental wince rise up from the depths.

He was certain there would be more than a few people to fall in love with the golems then. That, thankfully, wasn’t a problem for him to deal with though.

“Ah! Ashley!” called a voice from inside the large Manse. A moment later, Ren came out, opening the front door and rushing out of it quickly.

She wore a smile from ear to ear and looked as attractive as ever.

Thankfully though, he wasn’t struck by her abnormal Dao.

“Locke said you wished to talk to me. What is it? Can I help in some way?” she asked. “Is there something I can do for you, Husband?”

Ash was most certainly not used to her calling him that, though he wasn’t against it. In fact, he once again found himself smiling at her.



“You like slightly older women. Myself, Siu, and Ren seem to be at the forefront of that.”





I… yes? Yes.



“I need dolls. From you, specifically,” Ash said. “Apparently, the doll you made was able to capture and kill an evil spirit that we were fighting. It was a doll you gave to Xiu.”

“It broke,” Xiuying reported unhappily. Her mouth turned down in a wide frown. “The core broke and the doll ripped in half.

“Though… though now, I’m really glad I suggested you learn how to make dolls! It turns out you’ll be extremely important to our ability to take hold of this realm!”



Ha… leave it to my lucky charm.





Never leaving my side.





Never.



“It… ah… yes! Yes. I can make lots of dolls. Roughly… four a day if I do nothing else,” Ren offered with a smile.

“Great. When the time comes, I’m making you the realm lord of this place, since you’re the one who can fight the Shadows. Your dolls will need to be standard equipment for everyone,” Ash stated, realizing that this wouldn’t be solved any time soon. If she could only make four dolls at a time, then this wasn’t going to be an immediate solution.

“Ah… not… just of the fortress?” Ren asked.

“No. You’re too great to be wasted on something like that,” Ash replied immediately with a wave of his hand. “The whole realm. Though I imagine the fortress will be the seat of your power. The rest of the realm might be more like… the outskirts… or something.”

Ren’s smile grew, to the point that he could feel joy radiating out of her and thrumming the link between them.

“Ashley Sheng, I, Ren Sheng, will be your anything,” she promised. “You need only ask me for it, and I’ll give it to you.”

Nodding his head, Ash smiled in return. He didn’t really have time to spend here.

Everyone was likely waiting for him to get moving.

Even then, he still wanted to hang back a bit and chat Ren up.

“I know you’re busy,” Ren said in a warm murmur. “You likely need to leave, though I would deeply appreciate it if you could carve out some time in your schedule for me? As your future realm lord, I would really like to discuss your expectations of me.”

“Oh, sure. The other realm lord is Liu. She’s in our original realm so she can’t join the Manse yet,” Ash explained.

Ren blinked, her smile widened, and she nodded her head.

“Yes, I look forward to being able to meet her, and to see the other realm,” Ren said in a light tone. “Have you found our exit by the way?”

“Pretty sure. We’re heading for it. It seems to be in the old realm capital,” Ash answered.

Then sighed.

It was time to get a move on.





***





Ash frowned, scratched his jaw, then huffed out a sigh.

“My Lord?” prompted Tan from his side.

Glancing over at the man, Ash was still somewhat shocked.

Somewhere along the way, Locke had clearly gotten a hold of the Templar.

Gotten a hold of him and fed him a great deal of knowledge of what a “Knight” was.

The boy who had been Tan was long gone.

A man now had grown and taken his place, with a frame that supported a lot of muscled bulk.

Bulk that was encased in Qi-Enchanted armor fitted to look a lot like plate armor from Ash’s original history books. Though made from animal hide and smoothed out until it resembled metal.

It just had a lot more flexibility and movement since it was leather.

At his side was a sword, and the other hip sported a mace.

Under his armpit was a hardened leather helmet, also Qi-Enchanted.

The Knights were being outfitted quite similarly to actual Knights, and were even changing their behaviors to match.

“Mmm… just wondering if this is really how we want to go about it. That’s most certainly the capital city of what this realm’s yester-year was,” Ash muttered and gestured at the distant city.

After the fight with the Shadows, they’d put distance down and moved quickly. The horses had all been put into the garden of the Manse and would remain there for now.

“I think it is,” Hui stated and took a step closer to Ash. “I’d be happy to elaborate.”

Laughing, Ash didn’t hesitate and put his arm around Hui. He sunk his fingers into her hair and began to lightly rub at her scalp with his fingertips.

“Dearest Hui, tell your husband what greatness lurks in that wonderful mind of yours,” Ash laid it on thick. Hui responded well to positive reinforcement. Almost too well, at times. He was fairly certain she’d tear her clothes off and leap into a bed if he told her she was beautiful and felt making love to her would extend his life.



“Yes. She would. My foolish self gave you a Harem. Good thing I’m not crazy or I’d probably have already put them all into the Hall, killed them, and told you they ran away,”

 Locke grumbled. 
“Haha… just… kidding?”



Ash raised his eyebrows at that. Not for the first time, he doubted if Locke was all together sane. Then he gave up on the idea.

Locke was definitely broken in a way, but it was a broken he loved and enjoyed.



Shush, my beautiful wife. My love.





You know I care for you, and you have the benefit of hearing my thoughts.





Now let’s listen to our strategist.



“—simple really. You’ve told us that the chains all led here. You’ve said that even the Horned-Man’s chain leads here. The exit portal of this realm leads here,” Hui stated, then laughed. She even went so far as to push her head more firmly into his hand, before pressing herself into his side. “What other location should we go to? Where else would we be? There isn’t anywhere else that isn’t forward.

“If we wish to push forward, this is where we go. If we want to slow our momentum and build it up, then we would move backward.

“It’s clear to me that you wish to move forward, so… forward we go. The concern about it being the right direction is valid, but there being a lack of any other direction, other than backward, really doesn’t leave us with another option.”

“Yes! That’s exactly the way it is,” Xiuying chirped and then laughed, clapping her hands together, cleary in agreement with Hui.

“Hm, there really isn’t any other way to look at it, is there?” Rou asked with a chuckle. “Ahhh. At least it’s nice and straight forward. It gives up the ability to move along a road and know exactly where we’re going.”

Rou hesitated, then pulled what looked to be a bone out of her storage. She reached across and held it out to Tan.

“Brother Tan, would you please touch this one to your skin just like the last one?” Rou asked.

Laughing, Tan took the bone and reached up to touch it on his forehead.

The moment it made contact with him, it blew apart explosively. Leaving him holding only a third of it in his gloved hand.

“That seemed less explosive,” he remarked, and held it back out to Rou.

A grimace spread across the pretty Qi-Healer’s face as she took the bone back.

“Yes, it seems like we’re making progress. While it’s unlikely our brothers would ever be touching our bones, it’s best to make sure we plan accordingly just in case,” Rou muttered. “A Knight could just as easily become a grand surgeon as I am a Qi-Healer.”

The Knights all laughed at that, sounding quite amused.

There were thirty of them to match the thirty Brides that’d come to join Ash.

“We will gladly leave healing to our beloved Sisters,” proclaimed a female Knight somewhere in the group. “I’d rather focus on killing people or lifting things. We’re really good at moving things. Just be sure to call us whenever you need furniture moved about.”

That got an even greater round of laughter though it was from the whole group.



“Templar makes them do a lot of physical labor. A lot, a lot. Like… constantly. Templar had them out moving things around the market and at anyone’s discretion.





“By the way, the number of Knights quickly surpassed several thousand. Almost instantly. The losses were substantial, but no one seems bothered by it. Even in death they give their families the ability to succeed.”





I mean, that was the goal. I can’t stop them… I can only make it easier if they fail.



“Right, I guess that’s that,” Ash murmured, smoothing Hui’s hair back, before laying his arm around her shoulders. Even as he put his thoughts to what to do next, his arm curled around her and laid his hand on her neck and cleavage.

Exactly the way he often held onto Mei. Just as he had done to Siu not that long ago as well.

Not noticing his own actions, Ash stared at the city as he contemplated how to move forward.

It wasn’t until Hui pushed in a bit closer to him that he realized what he’d done.

Hui’s hand shot up and snatched at his wrist the moment he started to retract, keeping it right where it had been.



“Yes, I know. You miss everyone. Mei especially, since she often gave you physical comfort just by holding onto you. I personally wouldn’t make a very good replacement, but Hui would.





“Might I remind you at this point, much to my grief, that Mei would tell you to invest in Hui as Mei herself cannot always be around?”



Realizing Locke was right, Ash moved his hand possessively back into place on Hui. If anything, he held onto her more tightly than he would have Mei.

“Let’s start heading toward it and see what we find,” he ordered, not releasing Hui. Instead, he started forward, all while holding her firmly at his side.

To which Hui responded by clutching more tightly to his wrist. Her other hand grasped at his belt and clenched it.





***





Now only a mile from the city, Ash could see that there was a great deal of movement going on inside it.

It didn’t seem to spread throughout the entirety of the capital, but there were more than enough people in the city for one to believe it wasn’t sparsely populated.

Though it certainly didn’t seem to have enough people to populate the whole of the city, either. An odd in-between that gave Ash a mental image of a teenager wearing his parent’s clothing.

“They don’t seem to be aware of us, nor do they seem to even care,” Chunhua hissed. “It’s almost as if they think they’re as safe as could be. No defenses, no lookouts, no scouts, nothing. It’s as if they think nothing really could happen.”

“To be fair, it isn’t as if they know any better,” Hui countered. “Do you think that they’re all Shadows? Or Demonic Cultivators?

“Of course not. There’s far too many of them, and a large number of them aren’t even cultivators. The only ones we ever encountered had Dantians.

“Which means that our enemies only harvest those who have a Dantian. Everyone down there is just… citizens. Citizens living their lives without any idea as to what’s going on.

“Or at least, a limited idea. Perhaps they know some things, but not much. Uninformed peasantry treated like breeding stock, perhaps?”

Rou wrinkled her nose at that and shook her head.

“That would make sense, wouldn’t it,” Siu agreed with a click of her tongue. She gently thumped her fan, held in her left hand, into the palm of her right. “If they need Dantians to be a host, then they likely also have a set population.

“Do we hunt them? See if we can’t thin their numbers? It wouldn’t be a terrible idea, nor would it cost us much.

“Though the question becomes, do we kill them with a doll, or let them go to the next host to burn off resources. The fewer Shadows there are, the further their resources go.”

“Good question,” Moira drawled, her wings moving out, then settling back into position.

“Given our limited number of people in our group,” Tala began. “I would lean toward eliminating their fighting force, rather than their resource pool. After all, it isn’t as if they’ll know we’re killing them. They just vanish, do they not?

“No different than a lost patrol that hasn’t reported in yet.”

“Ahhh, yes. That’s a valid point,” Hui stated, her hands folded in front of herself. She’d stopped clutching Ash halfway here. “I think that’s likely our best option! Draw them out, kill as many as we have dolls for, and see how many times we can do that.

“Their hubris is their confidence in their inability to die. They’ve been acting as if they were immortal for… for… years. I can’t even imagine how long.

“If they’re truly set in their ways, we might be able to make this last for a good long while!”

“Well, that seems like a good option,” Ash agreed. “Locke, you and I should go take a stroll around the city. You can teleport in at a distance and I think I can escape pretty quickly if I need to. To the Hall or otherwise.”

“I really don’t like that,” Moira interjected firmly.

“Yes, my cuddly Bunny-Wife self agrees. This is most certainly not an answer I like,” Tala concurred.

“It’s a good answer, and I promise to be careful. Very careful,” Ash assured them.

No one agreed with him.

“It’s… fine, it’s not going to happen. I get it. We still need to scout the city out though, don’t we?”

“A knight will go,” Tan answered with simple nod of his head. “A single knight is all that’s needed. In fact, given that we give off no Qi, and likely would repel anyone seeking to peer at us with an ability, it’s best one of us goes.

“If we stash our armor and weapons, we’ll be able to blend in quite well for the most part. Should the Knight become endangered, they can escape, or move to the Castle. This plan is no different than your own my Lord, it just removes you as the person doing the work.”

Sighing, Ash couldn’t really argue the point.

The simple reality was, they were right.

Him moving into the city was asking too much of his safety, and realistically, something could easily happen to him.

“Take Hud with you,” Ash requested and then summoned his golem Mouse from the Hall. He held it out to Tan.

Ash hadn’t missed the part that Tan had spoken as if he were sending someone else, but most certainly was referring to himself.

“Ahhh, I must confess I did plan on going myself,” Tan admitted with a chuckle, taking the small Golem from Ash. “I feel as if I can perform the best in this situation and will be the least likely to experience a setback.”

Putting the golem onto his shoulder, Tan smiled at Ash.

“This mission will be a joy, my Lord. I will most certainly be able to show how far the Knights have come,” promised Tan.

Though what Ash really heard was, ‘I’ll be able to show you how far I’ve come as a Knight’.

“Knight Tan,” Ash said with steel in his voice. “I expect you to return. You’re my First Knight. You have a measure of worth that you likely don’t believe yourself to have. Do not fail me by losing your life, you are to succeed in this task by returning, whether there is news to report or not.”

Tan laughed, nodded his head, saluted, and began to strip out of his armor.

“We should move away and find a suitable ambush location. We might not be here for long, but even if we can commit to a single battle and eliminate a fraction of their forces it would be good,” Siu ordered and warned at the same time. “I suggest we double back the way we came. There were several nice spots that would let us hold a hill. They will most certainly charge it given they have no fear of death.”



That’s… fair.



“Well, we could always move closer to the city and… well… abduct people into the Hall,” Hui interjected. “Couldn’t we just move close, take people into the Hall, or the prison you made, and go from there?”

“I mean, there’s no reason we can’t,” Ash agreed. “We could do both, actually. It isn’t as if I have to be in one place or the other. Locke… take a few people and head into the city. Start working on abducting Shadows.

“I’ll take everyone else and move into an ambush position. See if we can’t make this work in two different ways. At the same time.”





Thirty-Four





Several days had gone by and surprisingly, almost impossibly, nothing happened.

Ash could tell that the Horned-Man was somewhere in the capital, and that the Shadows were there was well. Locke had even managed to capture one of the Demonic Cultivators who had been placed in the prison.

Yet no one left the capital.

There were no attacks launched from the capital like the previous one.

No traders came or went.

No one made any moves to do anything, really.

As if they were just hunkering down and waiting for things to happen, or word to come back to them.

Confidently so, in fact.

“Well,” Ash muttered, staring down at the capital from where they hid in the trees. “It seems it’s yet another… beautiful day.”

“Isn’t it though? It’s lovely,” Xiuying responded, smacked Ash on the shoulder, laughed, then skipped over to another tree. She bent over there and started poking at a hole in the base of it. “Especially the sunshine. Oh, my goodness, do I just truly enjoy sunshine as of late. The slightly chill wind makes it even better.”

Ash snorted at that, glanced over at the beautiful good-luck charm, then looked back to the capital.

“I wonder if this is, once again, a blind spot,” Ash mused.

Hui lifted her head up and looked to him. The book in her lap slid partially closed.

“Hmm?” she prompted when he didn’t continue.

“Maybe they’re so convinced of their superiority that they can’t even fathom the idea that we’re here,” Ash tried. “Admittedly, a Shadow is missing, but they could just as easily assume that they took the body of someone in the prison or elsewhere.

“So, it isn’t as if they have confirmation that they can be killed or anything like that. They’re quite likely completely unaware of the fact that we can end their lives.

“They’re so confident in all that, of their ability to survive, of their city over yonder, that they just… aren’t even trying.

“In fact, the simple fact that the last Shadow never came back, and I cut all the chains free… maybe they think I’m dead.”

Hui blinked slowly, frowned, then shrugged her shoulders.

“That’s certainly a possibility. I can’t deny the fact that if I was in their position I would most likely consider all that,” Hui conceded, she clicked her tongue and looked annoyed. “I’d like to believe that I wouldn’t be so foolish as to believe that there weren’t any other possible outcomes but… I do believe that’s why you called it a blind spot.”

Ash grunted at that and chewed on his lip.

“Locke, anything from our guests?” Ash asked.

“No. But I’m going to be testing something else today,” she answered after appearing directly beside him. “They still think they’re just going to come back to life elsewhere. Pain is temporary, death is easy.

“So… I want to kill one of them in front of the others. Let the doll eat them, expire, and they can all experience the fear of death all over again.”

“A good strategy. I admit I expected it to have already happened but… I think that’s just perhaps me being who I am,” Hui offered.

“Yes. I had a similar thought, but realized Ash wouldn’t want to do that unless there wasn’t another option,” Chunhua added, fiddling with something between Siu and herself.

Moira and Tala were with Rou, taking care of their unconscious members.

“Yes, that’s just not how Ash is,” Siu confirmed. Her hands crossed over one another, then pushed something toward Chunhua.

Hui grunted, then nodded her head, looking back into her book.

“Yes. I admit I did think the same, though it came later,” Hui confessed. “Thankfully, I still came to that answer on my own. I’ve truly begun to understand my Husband in and out.”

“Haha, in and out. He definitely did that to you,” Xiuying teased in a warm voice. “I think we all heard it.”

“Xiu… that… aahhh,” Siu said, followed by a sultry laugh. “Yes, he most certainly did give Hui the in-and-out experience. You’re as bad as Locke is now, Xiu.”

“I know! I’m trying. I want to be more bold like her,” Xiuying agreed. Then she turned and made full eye contact with Locke, who had turned to look at her. “Be bold like you, Locke.”

Hui had gone absolutely still. The book rested in her lap, and she pretended as if she was unbothered by them talking about the fact that Hui had quite literally forced her way into Ash’s bedroom.

Personally, he’d found it amusing and endearing.

Taking a few steps to the side, he put himself behind Hui, reached down, and began to gently run his fingers through her hair.

While it was true that they’d shared a bed, it’d been what’d happened after that, that’d shifted Ash’s viewpoint on Hui.

She’d broken down and began to sob uncontrollably in his arms.

In the end, she hadn’t said anything about it, but he assumed it was due to what’d happened to her. Or more accurately, Shen.



The wounds of, from, and for, Cultivators run deep.





Very deep.





Hui was trending towards a similar mentality as Yue was, wasn’t she.





I just happened to step in and correct it at the right time.



“— well. It’s fine. All this time though I’ve been trying to be more like you,” Locke responded, laughed, and looked at Ash. She gave him a pointed look as if she knew he hadn’t been listening to her. “That’s my current plan. Then again, I’m not even sure they’ve noticed people are missing in there.

“They really do seem that… arrogant… about it. That certain in their belief that nothing can harm them, and nothing really matters.

“Though the citizens in there seem quite normal. Almost terrifyingly normal. More normal to the realm we came from, rather than the prison citizens, in fact.”

“That’s unexpected,” Ash said, his brow furrowing. “I don’t know why, but I genuinely was expecting more of a mentality similar to the prison.”

“Likewise. But it isn’t,” Locke stated. “Well, regardless. That’s my next plan. It doesn’t seem like we’ll be able to ambush them without drawing them out though.”

“Or we just move in on them,” Siu said, her face turning thoughtful. “If they won’t come out, and they’re blind to danger, then maybe we go in. With… an army of dolls in tow.

“I mean, sometimes it’s best just to get right in there and make things happen. If the other side is dithering.”

Siu had said the last and then snapped open her fan. Lightly fluttering it in front of her face, she shifted to stand under the shade of a tree.

Chunhua had taken whatever it was from Siu and stored it away, only to brush her hands off against one another.

“I mean, that doesn’t sound like a bad idea. How many Shadows do you think there are, Locke?” Chunhua asked.

“A hundred and fifty? Up to two hundred at most?” Locke answered. “They have a hard time counting their own numbers because they really treat death like nothing. They will gladly end the life of their host just to not have to deal with an injury.”

“And each and every host was a real person,” Ash put in, wanting to make sure he really understood what was happening here.

“Yes. They’re all… or were… actual people. Those with a Dantian are taken away from their families, raised as one might a purebred horse, then kept waiting around for the day they would be needed.

“It’s also why they don’t have abilities. Just obscene strength and stamina. If they had abilities, they could try to fight back.

“Each Shadow has their own ‘breeding families’ that they use. It’s… honestly, it’s pretty awful.”

“Two hundred max, hm?” Ash mused. “How many dolls do we have?”

“I think somewhat near seventy? Eighty?” Siu answered, watching from the shade.

Looking away from the top of Hui’s head, Ash looked towards the capital.

As he did so, he called out to his Dao.

He fed it just enough Qi so that he wasn’t storing any further, so that he was at a net zero position of Qi generation.

Allowing his Qi to spill into his Dao, he let it do what it wanted.

Ash wished for his Dao to act a part more akin to the sun above. To light the way and provide clear vision as far as his own eyes could see.

As Ash wished for an answer, he slid his attention to the strings of fate he’d felt previously. Not to pull at them directly, or to force them to act, but to just feel them.

To feel where things were currently moving.

As if he were briefly pulling back a curtain to glance out of the window it blocked. To catch a glimpse but without wanting to see anything in particular.

What came back to him was an inexorable flow moving into the capital.

Or more accurately, the portal out of this realm.

There wasn’t an immediacy to it, but there was certainly a finality to it. Regardless of how long he waited here, or attempted to play whatever games he had, at some point, he would need to go into the capital.

The Horned-Man knew where Ash was, knew what he was doing, and was just waiting for him.

“Locke, abduct as many Shadows as you can at all time. As soon as you catch one, kill it, give it a doll, move on to the next,” ordered Ash. “The Horned-Man knows we’re here and just doesn’t care.

“Likely because he doesn’t know we can kill his people.

“After we run out of dolls, let’s reassess and figure out what to do next.”

“Of course!” Locke said and vanished.

“Someone go tell Moira I’d appreciate it if she started flying away from the Capital. She should explore the surrounding areas without being spotted by the capital,” Ash continued. “Ask Tala to do the same but on foot. She’s quicker than anyone else and her stamina is second to none.

“I want them to be looking around for the possibility of someone coming up behind us. I don’t want that job to finish even when we begin to engage the enemy.”

“Chunhua, how’re you doing with summoning elementals and flying?”

“Quite good, actually,” she reported with a laugh.

“Fire elementals then. Get them ready. You’ll drop them all over the city when we start this,” stated Ash with a small nod of his head. “Most of those Shadows are all strength without ability.

“It’s not like they can punch a fire to death. They won’t be able to do anything to it. You can just rain those down and pick your targets. They don’t really have a way to deal with a Cultivator flying above them.”

“They wouldn’t, would they?” mused Siu as she snapped her fan shut. She gently pressed it to her chin. “Oh me, oh my, is my darling Ashley deciding it really is time to end this? Will you get your pretty older sister out of here finally?”

Siu had said the last with a pout and glittering eyes. She knew very well that he eyed her differently since she was older than him.

A flickering flame of pink started to crackle to life around Siu in clear response to his attention.

“Indeed. Siu, Hui, Xiuying, you’ll all remain with me when it finally goes down,” Ash finished. “We’ll probably start moving when they finally figure out that they’re losing people as Locke ends them. Because I think when that happens, we’ll know.”





***





“Aaaaand… that’s my last doll,” Locke grumped, folded her arms, and looked at Ash by leaning her head back until she was seeing him upside down. “Despite Ren working madly because I promised I’d make sure you had dinner with her a few times a month, she just can’t keep up.

“They’re also getting really strange in the city. Cagey. They’re staying away from one another, as if they think each other is responsible for the disappearances.”

“Yeah, kinda caught that from what he was saying,” muttered Ash, staring at the corpse and the broken doll. “I mean, this works. Kinda weird though.

“When I tapped into my Dao, it genuinely felt like the Horned-Man knew we were out here. Knew, was ready for us, and just waiting.

“So… why isn’t he acting? You’ve burnt through all the dolls plus an extra… what… twenty that she made?”

“Something like that, and the answer to your question is easy. He doesn’t care. He got his, screw you,” Locke remarked, laughing. Looking at him with a wide smile. “It’s standard cultural beliefs for them. Nothing matters other than their own selves and what they can get. Cultivator life at its greatest.”

With a hiss, Ash pushed Locke’s head forward so she was looking away, then wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“Yeah, that’s fair. I guess it’s time to really unleash it and see what happens, isn’t it?” Ash asked.

“If that’s what you wish. We could continue like this,” Locke offered.

“Mm. Well, let’s start moving into the capital and see what happens,” Ash replied. “He knows we’re here, so let’s see how long it takes him to care.”

Ash tightened his grip around Locke.

“I’m not going anywhere, dear,” Locke whispered, and grasped his forearm with both of her hands. “I’m stuck in your Dao, remember? Right at the bottom and taking your whole pillar like a champ. I’m your ride-or-die.”

“Yeah, I know,” Ash said and kissed her cheek.

Then wrenched her and himself out of the Hall.

Appearing right where they’d last entered from, Ash looked around.

Siu, Hui, and Xiuying were all here. Rou was ready in the Manse for wounded, Tala and Moira were scouting, and Chunhua was somewhere building an army of fire elementals still.

Beyond them were the Knights and Brides, both groups in ranks as if they knew this was coming.

Siu was standing in front of the Brides.

Tan in front of the Knights.



“I might have let Siu know you’d made up your mind. I’m such a terrible thing, aren’t I? You should punish me. Or praise me? How about both!”



Ash smirked, released Locke, and looked at everyone.

“We’re going to creep up past the border and into the capital,” he stated. “I want to see if they do anything. Anything at all. Because we’ve torn out maybe a third of their numbers. Or a fourth at worst.

“Yet they’ve done nothing at all.

“Bride Ren has been making as many dolls as possible, but it’s clear she can’t keep up with our push. Our original plan was to draw them into an ambush, and they didn’t come out.

“Our only option is to move forward. Let’s move with the idea that we’re going into a trap.”

There was a communal nod from the Brides, as well as a crisp salute from the Knights.



Well, we wanted the Brides to become less militaristic. I suppose that’s happening.





“It is! But it isn’t. They’re just all on their best behavior to be more bride-like around you. Isn’t it great? It’s exactly how Mei, Jia, and I have gotten everyone in the inner-circle to behave!”





Why am I not surprised.



“Everyone… let’s go see what’s going on in the dead capital. Though… please remember, if the Black Shadow creatures appear, let the Knights handle it. We’re almost positive it’s a Qi problem and…well…Knights are a problem for Qi.”

There was an ugly chuckle from the Knights at that.

As citizens who had become powerful, they were quite prideful of being able to fight Cultivators and Qi users. Other than for those in the Sheng Alliance, they didn’t have respect for Cultivators.

Ren had apparently been using them to help clear out the rogue cities.

“Off we go,” Ash proclaimed, turned, and began marching toward the capital.

It was time for the momentum of this journey towards the exit of the realm to reach its peak point. To move this to the final stages and finally get back home.

Because all the chains that led to other Brides off this realm, all led straight into what looked to be the heart of the capital.

“This is exciting!” Xiuying chirped brightly, snatching up Ash’s arm and wrapping herself around it. “And terrifying, really. I just don’t feel like I’m cut out for this.

“Though, this is also why Rou and Locke are working so hard on those bone carvings! As soon as we can get that settled, I can catch up! Maybe even be all tough and… and dangerous.

“Like Hui! Hui is pretty and strong and tough and smart and… and Hui.”

Hui laughed at that, standing on the other side of Ash. She leaned forward, met Xiuying’s eyes, and grinned at her.

“You seem like you’re trying to be anyone but yourself, yet we all want you exactly as you are, Xiu,” Hui chided her. “Ash would tell you the same if he wasn’t terrified of putting a frown on that pretty face of yours.”

Xiuying stuck her tongue out at that, squeezed Ash’s arm harder, then made a strange twittering noise.

“Thank you, Sister Hui, for chastising me as a good sister would,” she remarked.

They marched onward into the capital ready and eager to meet whatever waited for them there.

At least, other than the Horned-Man.

Though he really did seem perfectly happy to not bother with Ash and his people since they weren’t directly bothering him.



“Not everyone lashes out and spends enough Qi to fund an entire realm for decades, all for the loss of a single Bride.”







Thirty-Five





Ash brought his Qi made swords into his hands, molded them into a bow and an arrow, drew it, and launched it. All of it happened in a single second and smoothly.

The arrow tore away from Ash, shot down the street, and seemingly went through the stomach of the man with the weapon.

A bright red plume of him disgorged itself out his back and sprayed those behind him.

All the while, the arrow continued, its speed not diminished in the least, to strike a second person.

Then a third.

“Multi-kill,” Locke murmured in a way that tickled Ash’s nostalgia.

Chunhua had one hand on Siu and her other hand raised up.

Siu had one hand on Ash and her other hand in a mirrored pose of Chunhua’s.

They were walking with a shield moving forward to match their pace. A shield of multicolored hues flickered in and out. Suffusing all of it was a uniform pinkness..

Ash had taken care of Siu the last time she’d tapped so heavily into her Dao, and had honestly enjoyed himself. The idea of doing it again wasn’t a problem to him and so he’d asked her to go all out.

“Nnnn,” moaned Siu in a low tone. “Oh me, oh my. Think of me more?”

The Brides stepped along the edge of the shield, throwing out abilities, just beyond the shield.

Shadows and people with Qi-Enhanced weapons had begun flooding into the streets to stop them as soon as Ash and his people hit the wall.

Which Chunhua had simply knocked over.

“I think that’s the extent of how far I can go,” warned Chunhua. “I need to go get my elemental army. You said to hit the flanks?”

“Yes, please,” Hui confirmed from Ash’s right. She was currently throwing out golden needles, as well as blackened ones.

Ever since her Dantian had been healed, her grasp over her powers had grown. When he’d asked her about it, she’d explained it as the simple reality that she no longer had to split it.

She could use either part of her Qi anywhere in her Dantian.

He was quite glad that she’d become a whole, healthy person, once again. The woman he had met so long ago had come back and was a much better person as a whole.

A mature woman similar to Siu and Locke, with kindness and determination in equal measure.

Long gone was her talk of being a weapon, and now, she was just Hui.

“Stop thinking about Hui and think more about me,” Siu panted out, her fingers pressing harder to his back. Her voice had a whining moan to it that made Ash’s brain constantly turn over only for his libido to be drained away by her. “Me, me, me.”

“Oooh? Ashley, I’m flattered,” Hui purred with a throaty chuckle. “I didn’t think I performed all that well. Is it that… older sister thing you have for me, Locke, and Siu?”

“It is,” Locke confirmed, flickering out of reality, appearing amongst the enemy, throwing an orb of something onto the ground, and reappearing back in the group. “It’s benefited us quite a bit. Moira is almost in that same category, but not quite.

“Rou fits in a different way. He listens to her.”

“Where do I fit?” Xiuying asked, walking behind Ash.

“Wherever he can put you. If you haven’t noticed yet, he keeps you in his pocket,” Siu whimpered. “No! Don’t think of Xiu, think of meeee.”

“I… yes, he really does keep me close,” Xiuying agreed. “And that’s where I should be. I’m his Fortune’s Chosen, and he’s my Fated One.

“I keep him lucky, he keeps me safe. We’re a perfect pair.”

“Meeee,” hissed Siu.

Throwing out a deep and unending thought of loving Siu in a bed until she was unconscious and pregnant, Ash glanced over his shoulder at her.

“Yessss,” she purred, any hint of distress in her voice gone in a flash.

Ash turned ahead again just in time to see Locke’s orb had grown in size until it filled the street. Then it rapidly collapsed in on itself and vanished.

Along with everyone it’d touched.

“If we really do all have individual places, unique positions, then who is his priest?” Hui stated firmly. “It’s the only thing that hasn’t appeared. If he’s starting to develop god-like powers, to become an immortal, shouldn’t a cult be founded around him?”

“I have a suspicion we already found her,” grumbled Locke, strutting along the road in the group. “I won’t speak of it yet, but I’m nearly certain. She’ll be fine as far as group fit, just… young and naive.”

Siu was moaning softly, though no longer seemed as aggressive. Her head was on a swivel, and she was checking over the Brides.

Ash’s Dao continued to thrum and beat as they marched. In time with their footfalls and guiding them on.

This time, Ash had summoned it up long before they made contact with the enemy. Fed it Qi and let it spin up and work its way to where it was now.

Using it the way he had previously hadn’t been doing it any favors.

After all, it was exactly as he was.

A snowflake moving down the mountain.

Starting it much lower down the mountain would give it its full measure. The ability to truly tap into his Dao and at a low cost of Qi.

At the moment, it was costing him less than half of what he personally pulled in, and was already leaps beyond anything he’d used it for in the prison realm.

“Locke, are the Brides and Knights doing alright with this tempo?” he asked, glancing at the beautiful woman. She was more part of his Dao than he was at times.

“They’re fine. Keeping pace and being moved along by it. The Knights are actually syncing better with it than the Brides for some reason,” Locke admitted with a small shake of her head.

“He’s our Lord,” Tan said in a simple way. “What is his Dao if not him?

“His Dao pushes to us in a way that… that feels similar to the cadence drills we’ve been taught. Admittedly, we’re new to it but… it feels correct.

“Templar has moved to the castle and is eagerly training everyone there. Apparently, that courtyard you put into the middle of the castle is exactly what he wanted.”

There was a heavy pulse of counter-momentum that flooded out of the massive palace at the center of the city. Where Ash felt the portal off this realm would be, based on the chains.

It moved as if it were a flood and physically struck Ash and his group.

Only to roll over them and continue past.

“Oh, he’s rather pissy,” Locke said with a chuckle. “If you break another piece off him, can I have it as a present? I’ll talk Siu and Xiuying into a four way.”

Ash snorted at that, any response he might have had drained away instantly by Siu.

The heavy push clashed with Ash’s Dao, but didn’t actually push it back. Nor did it slow their advance.

If anything, anywhere the forces met up with Ash’s Dao, it was frayed and burnt away. A brief plume of Qi trailed off from wherever contact was made.

Ash, of course, took those remains and fed them back into his Dao.

Which responded by suddenly growing, pushing out, and actively going after the opposing wave of pressure.

“It’s the same thing that killed me,” Hui remarked with a snort. “It’s so much weaker this time.”

“Chunhua’s safe, as are Moira and Tala. I warned them all to return to the Manse,” Locke said before Ash could voice the sudden thought he’d had. “Though I’m not sure that her elemental army will be of much use now.

“Nor will the three of them be able to rejoin us until we clear this force. Though… your Dao seems hungry.”

Snapping at the malevolent force, Ash could feel the reach of his Dao expanding. Snatching up every scrap of that opposing force it could reach.

Then gobbling it up and growing more.

Realizing the same thing at the same time, Ash decided to let go of his Dao.

Up to now, he’d been holding onto it to guide the tempo directly. To feed it as he wished and keep it steady.

Right now, his Dao was acting mostly in concert with what he wanted.

Even as it expanded and devoured the force, it wasn’t trying to push them to sprint ahead at breakneck speed.

No sooner had he released his control on the Dao than it ballooned out rapidly. Quickly spreading out to three times its original size.

The tempo became significantly stronger, heavier, the boom of it reaching a point where it made Ash’s heart shudder in time with it.

There was a communal roar from his troops at the same time, all their footfalls falling in line and matching the Dao perfectly.

“My Lord, thank you for raising me up as your First Knight,” Tan shouted over the din. The man was an imposing figure.

No sooner did he finish speaking than there was a chorus of replies from the other Knights.

All men and women who had almost universally been the lowest of the low.

Scooped out of the dirty crevices and cracks where they’d been planted and then granted extreme power.

“Knights! Sword squad!” Tan shouted and pointed forward with his sword. “Let’s see how we fare against this abysmal Qi that dares to assault our lord! Push to the edge and hold it! Test its mettle and return!”

As one a group of Knights slipped away from the formation and moved out in front. Tan remained with the group in the mass of the Sheng alliance, however.

The Knights moved right up to the edge of the Dao’s expanse at a jog.

When they reached it, each of them took a single step beyond it.

Ash felt it when they left the protective sphere of his Dao and entered the influence of the enemy.

Especially as it lashed out at them in a way that felt like a thrust with a sword.

As one, the Knights resisted it, but then one by one quickly fell back within the safety of Ash’s Dao. They quickly turned and came rushing back to Ash, even as the rest of the group continued on.

By the time the Knights rejoined them, they were at the walls of the palace. The unceasing waves of the enemy’s power continued to roil and push against the Dao of momentum.

As they’d grown closer, the power had grown thicker, however.

No longer was his Dao able to simply tear pieces off for itself.

Now it was a deadlock, with neither power enjoying an advantage over the other.

“It’s not the same as Qi,” stated one of the Knights as they came back. “It feels like Qi, but it also isn’t. I don’t think we could last more than a minute inside of it, at best. It’s certainly a threat.”

“Well, now I feel better about having instantly died,” Hui remarked with a laugh. “If my Brothers can only tolerate it for a short time, then it’s not a failing on my part.”

“You dare come to the seat of my realm?!” shouted a voice that seemed to ripple out from the palace itself.

It was made with a voice that pierced the fabric of reality itself and left Ash feeling a lot like he did when he’d fallen into the realm of sand. Where nothing was quite as it should be, and everything was happening in a way that was wrong.

“You dare!?” the voice repeated.

“I dare!” Ash replied in a shout that he attempted to propel through his Dao. “This isn’t your realm! This realm has nothing to do with you! You are nothing more than a shadow of the past whose time came and went!

“As far as I can tell, you’re the reason this realm died! Even the Lord of Graves rejected you and had built a tomb to reject you! Who are you to claim this realm!?”

As Ash spoke, he realized that the world really had gone and paused itself. Everything was still and quiet.

Ash’s own heart wasn’t even beating, despite the fact that he felt quite healthy.



“He’s… I don’t know even how to describe it, actually. Whatever this is, it’s pushed us quite literally into a meta-physical realm. A different realm of existence.





“A spiritual realm perhaps? One suited to deities? I don’t know.





“The piece of him you stole for yourself has given you the right to exist here, and therefore me, but also… also the Hall. The Hall itself is responding.”



“I wished none of this! This was only meant to safeguard my people!” shouted the Horned-Man, as the world itself began to fade away. Everything lost its color and brightness.

“You murdered everyone! You killed a realm! Did you not? You brought the plague that caused all this. The strange snake woman intimated as such,” Ash said, his volume decreasing to that of a speaking tone.

He had realized halfway through that wherever they were, he wasn’t actually speaking using his mouth and lungs.

“I did not cause this! They did. They all did. All of them. Their lack of belief and faith in me.

“Nuwa lies. Lies! This is all because she was always who she was.

“I’m a god of the people. The peasants. I was here for all of them. Those who died merely didn’t understand it. Understand any of it!”

By this time, the world had gone dark.

Ash could see nothing of anything in any direction.



“We’re certainly somewhere else, but I’m not sure where. Yet. I’m working on it. Leave it to your dear wife.”



“That doesn’t get you off the hook, you horned bastard. You did this. You did all this. You killed everyone. Their blood is on your hands,” Ash flung out with absolute conviction and belief.

Surprisingly, his Dao responded.

It lashed out in a spear-like way.

Toward what had been nothing only a moment earlier.

Now it was the Horned-Man.

Who threw up his arms and blocked the attack from the Dao. Nonetheless, it managed to strike him and push him back significantly.

Unsure of what had just happened, Ash just stood there. His voice paralyzed at seeing his Dao act out the way it did.

“Oh ho. Look at you. The tiny god thinks he can battle me? You dare?” demanded the Horned-Man.

“I don’t even know your name. You’re forgotten! Dead. Like all those you robbed of their fates and destinies.

“You’re no god, you’re no deity, no legend. You’re nothing more… than a thief. One that even tried to rob the Lord of Graves’ resting place.”

The darkness that surrounded and permeated everything flinched and faltered.

Ash’s Dao pulsed and consolidated itself. Giving off a feeling of density as it pulled in more and more Qi.

Though Ash had no idea from where, or how.

Only that it was drawing ever more.

“You’re naught but a mortal wearing the rags I shed myself of!”

Laughing at the infantile insult, Ash had an idea.

A thought as to what was happening.

“Is that so? Your small rag that I’ve taken sure seems stronger. Stronger than your forgotten self. You misbegotten whisper. You forgotten and stray god.

“You’re nothing more than underwear stained by a wet fart needing a good washing.

“Your name is lost to the sands of time and willingly so!

“The very essence of your life, your fate, your destiny, ended when you ended the lives of so many.”

Ash pushed forward as he spoke. Willing himself to move despite the strange ethereal hold on his body that kept him in check.

With a crunching noise punctuated by his verbal assault, Ash suddenly found himself moving. His legs carrying him toward the Horned-Man.

“What, do you have nothing to say? The muffled dying gasp of your belief system collapsing on itself rings loud to me,” Ash stated as he moved ever closer. “You and your selfish ways. The way the entirety of most people thought just like you.

“To get yours alone, forsake all else, and demand ever more. To wholly take your fill and ask for someone else’s portion.

“Because I’m willing to bet, what you said was to save your people, was only to actually take something else from someone else.”

Ash had finished his words and stood before the Horned-Man.

He was wide-eyed, his face pale, and blood dribbled down from his left ear. As if he was suffering a head injury.

“Well, Stray God of nothing and no one? Was I right? Was this all because you yearned for more than your share?” Ash demanded.

At the same time, his Dao swung out at the man.

An attack that resembled that of a wild hook. Swinging out in a wide arc and connecting with the Horned-Man and sending him backward a few steps.

“You… dare,” the Horned-Man spat out even as the entirety of the dark world focused on Ash and nowhere else.

It didn’t seem to come into contact with Ash’s Dao, attack him directly or even affect him.

Collapsing around him and locking him into a shell of blackness, removing his ability to see his own body, the Horned-Man wasn’t even able to have a thought.





Thirty-Six





Ash was somewhere else.

Yet also not.

He was in the capital.

Or more accurately, flying above the capital. He was looking down on it from a significant height.

Within only a second though, he knew what he was looking at wasn’t the capital.

The buildings weren’t worn down, stained, and in some parts of the capital, falling apart. There were no massive potholes worn into the roads through endless seasons that’d torn the bricks out.

Even the treeline and forest that’d been so close to the capital was now gone from where he’d seen it, now much further away from the city.

“How dare you insult me, attack me, and flaunt your very defiance to me!” shouted the Horned-Man, appearing not far away from Ash.

He was hovering in the air just as Ash was.

“This is my realm! My world! My people!” he continued when Ash said nothing. “Everything of it is all for me!”

“I mean, maybe once,” Ash murmured, looking at the capital.

The streets were filled with people, the roads packed in tight with wagons and others. There was just about no room for anyone else to squeeze in, it looked like.

Moving across the skies were a number of Cultivators as well.

Flying this way and that.

There were also signs that several Cultivators had participated in fights in the area. Mountains with strange craters in them, forests with barren spots and nothing but stumps.

Some of these conflict spaces were so close to the city that Ash couldn’t imagine that there weren’t civilian casualties.

“Maybe once. Because this isn’t the state of affairs as they are today,” growled Ash. He flung out his arm and demanded his Dao respond. That what he saw was wrong and to alter it.

To force it to bend to momentum and show its current state.

Because what was here, what was in this space, was no more.

This was all a lie and a glimpse into something that no longer existed.

There was a crunching noise and feeling as his Dao swept out from him. Attacking the view of the world.

Attacking the Horned-Man.

The Horned-Man’s Dao responded, or Ash assumed it was his Dao, and battled Ash’s. Attempting to beat it back and deny what it was attempting to do.

For a full minute the back and forth between the two forces shook the space around them.

Two dogs snarling, snapping, and clawing at one another as they rolled back and forth across the ground. Each trying to throw off the other, all while protecting itself.

Except, even in this, Ash’s Dao was incredibly powerful.

Almost too strong, in fact.

What is a fight if not a competition of momentum between two forces?

Given enough time, a fight like the one the Dao of momentum was involved in, would eventually fall under its domain. As the momentum of a fight would shift one way or the other.

Not for the first time, Ash worried over his Dao and if he could truly keep a lid on it. To truly keep it ever shifting, growing, or receding.

Because unlike other Daos, there was no end-state ahead of Ash.

There was no goal.

Momentum always changed.

Always.

A loud bang resounded through this strange world, and it rippled. Rippled, cracked, and fell away.

Revealing the world as it was today.

A wrecked, worn out, bleached corpse.

With only the insects fighting over its remains and what it had once been.

“You… ended your own momentum,” Ash hissed as he grappled with a sudden pressure being put towards him, rather than his Dao.

The Horned-Man was working at fighting Ash directly now, which he hadn’t really done up to this point.

A crushing force that made Ash feel like he was wrapped in a heavy blanket that was ever increasing in the force it exerted on him. Pressing him tighter and tighter.

“You took what wasn’t yours, and when the price came, whatever you did, wasn’t the right answer. You stole the momentum of millions,” growled out Ash as he continued to fight against the force.

His Dao wasn’t any help at the moment and didn’t even seem to notice he was struggling. As if it were blind, deaf, and dumb to the fact that he was suffering an attack.

“After all, couldn’t you have reversed what you did?” Ash demanded even as he flexed, pushed, and fought against the indomitable force.

To no avail, it seemed.

The force continued to clamp down around him, pressing him ever tighter into himself. Ash’s only saving grace was that he didn’t need to breathe, didn’t technically have organs, and seemed to just be a meta-physical representation of himself.

He was doubly thankful for that, though rather shocked, when his head was suddenly shoved downward, and his chin started to sink into his torso.

Scrabbling at his Dao, his Dantians, his very essence, Ash grasped, pulled, and shoved at everything and anything. Leaving nothing unturned in his desperate attempt to reverse whatever was happening to him.

In the end, surprisingly, there wasn’t anything he could find that responded in any way that gave him a break.



“Use his piece!”

 squeaked Locke.

Grasping at what he thought she meant, Ash snatched up the part of the Horned-Man that he’d taken for himself. It was pretty hard to miss, and Ash did his best to normally ignore it.

Locke had promised him she’d eventually digest and integrate it, but it was slow going.

No sooner had he laid his mental awareness on it than the pressure blew away. Shooting out in every direction as if blown apart.

Fragments and bits of deity-like power splattered across the entirety of this false world.

As he did it, Ash felt something incredible.

Something that was as if a flicker of light, disappearing as fast as it came.

An illusionary figment of thought, like a single note of a song heard through an open window of a train as it blew past.

But Ash had seen it.

There was more to the world.

More than just gods.

More than the Heavens.

More than all.

An endless expanse that wove all things together.

For some reason, Ash felt like this was only throughout this Veil, however. That it couldn’t expand any further, despite desperately wishing to.

Struggling against confines that limited it.

Destroyed its momentum.

In that single moment that Ash felt stalled momentum, he had seen the fragment of the world.

“There’s more than even you or I,” Ash lamented in a shallow whisper.

Taking hold of that thought, Ash demanded that the momentum of this world show him what should have been if not for the Horned-Man.

A momentum that was building all on its own, part of a grand system, that this single individual invalidated and squandered.

In the next moment, a heavy boom shook Ash from his head to his feet.

His Dao lurched wildly like a drunk trying to walk along a curb as the tolling of the bell slowly faded.

With a whump, the capital vanished and was replaced.

Replaced with a resplendent city, easily four times the original size. With carriages flying through the air powered by magical beasts.

More streets, more houses, more people, more everything.

It was as if the city was once more at a growth point and would need to extend itself again.

Ash understood then, like he hadn’t even dreamed of before, the loss of momentum.

The extreme loss of lives, all caused by this singular greedy individual.

An endless and extreme weight began forming in the air. An onerous burden of extremes that made Ash’s mouth feel dry and his soul hollow and empty.

Wailing.

Never-ending wailing of the dead as they screamed their lamentations upon the Horned-Man.

“It wasn’t my fault!” shrieked the Horned-Man. “It was all mine by right! I was only taking what was mine! You all owed me! All of you! It was mine!

“Mine by right! You should have just-all of you just-it was all mine!”

Grinding his teeth, Ash couldn’t even believe what he was hearing right now.

The entitled world view that this person had, that almost all Cultivators seemed to have, was grating on Ash’s last nerve.

Greed, entitlement, and the conviction that everyone else was nothing more than someone in their way. Someone to be knocked aside and taken for everything that they were worth.

“No! Hear them! Listen to them! To what you did!” demanded Ash, digging his mentality into the same strange power that had brought forth this hollow reflection of what could have been. “This is the echo that you caused. When there’s momentum in one direction there is an equal force in the opposite direction!

“This is the momentum of your choices come back to you! Come back to the one who caused it! An echo, shouted into a cave, returning back to the one who screamed!”

Shrieking, the Horned-Man made a clawing motion at Ash.

Before he could even figure out what was happening, Ash was thrown right back into the real world. Standing in the street, surrounded by his companions, staring at the palace and its walls.

There was now a burning response of hatred and extreme power from the palace. As if a bonfire existed and threw off continual crackling sparks and pops.

“That’s… terrifying,” breathed Xiuying, gazing up at the palace. “It reeks of a power that… it… it feels like when we were moving up to that veil. When that strong Cultivator pressed on us.”

Several seconds later, as that fire raged on, a stream of black shadowed people began rushing out of the palace toward them. Clambering, crawling, climbing, jumping, all of them coming toward Ash.

“Knights to the front!” Tan called.

“Brides in support,” added Siu quickly, still standing a pace behind Ash.

If they were like the previous ones they’d encountered, any wound from them would render a Cultivator catatonic.

The Knights were likely going to be better at killing them, and given the way the plague had so far attacked Cultivators, it was likely that they wouldn’t even be bothered.

“Ashley, I don’t think we can take this on,” warned Hui with a shuddering breath. “That’s far more than we counted for. They’re going to grind us to nothing over time.”

“They’re being summoned constantly,” Locke growled. “Ashley, I think you need to go put an end to this. I could go with you, but I think I need to stay here to protect everyone.

“Though I disagree with Hui. This is actually more or less what we were expecting. It wasn’t as if any of us could ever take on the Horned-Man.

“Our goal was always to get close enough for you to be able to end all of this while we held the center. After all, we’re the Sheng Alliance, but you’re Ashley Sheng.”

Ash didn’t really need to think about what’d just been asked of him for even a moment longer.

He knew that he was the only one that could even possibly match up to the Horned-Man. Locke had been right with the entirety of her assessment.

“Right,” he said, then launched himself with Coiled Spring Step.

He soared over the wall, much of the palace, and slammed into the roof of it. Not too far off from where that bonfire was burning away.

Drawing up his Qi, what he could take from the Hall, as well as his Dantian, Ash began feeding it all into his Dao.

Right now, the Horned-Man was probably fighting off the demons of his actions. All the lost souls Ash had sicced on him.

Because that greater power, the one that caused tribulations to be formed, was most certainly keeping a tally.

A score.

The Horned-Man had more markers against his debt that he likely could ever pay off.

Reaching the point above the bonfire, Ash lifted his right leg and stomped it downward.

With a massive crackling noise, the roof gave in and spilled into the building below. Wood beams and other materials falling freely.

As Ash fell, he saw his foe and target.

The Horned-Man at the center of the bonfire. His arms held up and shadowed beings slipping free of him as if they were part of him.



I wonder if they are perhaps the dead he causes.





It would make sense.





As if they were… bound to the shadows that killed them.



When Ash’s boots struck the ground, he summoned up his butterfly-swords, moved himself into a defensive position, and realigned his Dao.

He once more shoved his mentality into the system he’d glimpsed.

Whatever lay beyond it all and demanding it give him credence. As he was the Manifestation of Momentum and flow.

Given the tiny fragment he had seen, he knew with absolute certainty that the momentum here had been grossly inverted.

Once more, the heavy bell sounded.

It was so deep, loud, and brassy that Ash was certain he’d have to have Rou check his hearing to make sure it was alright.

Surprisingly, it did knock the Horned-Man out of his communion with whatever alternate space he was using to bring about the shadows.

Astonished, he looked at Ash with eyes that were completely black.

Black and smoking, as if they were a fire without light.

Gazing at Ash with an emptiness that made him feel hungry.

And cold.

“You did all of this!” screamed the Horned-Man.

“No, you did! You caused the fall of this entire realm!” countered Ash as he lunged forward. Snatching up his Dao, the momentum of fate, and what he could grasp of the power beyond the heavens, he plated it all into his weapons.

Ash lashed out with a diagonal chop, stomped a foot forward as the Horned-Man blocked it with his arm as if it were made of steel, then stabbed forward at the god’s guts.

Slamming tip first into his midsection, it came to a stop with a thump. His Qi couldn’t penetrate the Horned-Man, but that didn’t matter.

Stumbling away from Ash, the Horned-Man looked crazed.

Wild-eyed.

His body quivered as if he had been struck by a massive hammer.

Ash tapped the newly formed chains to himself and began drawing something away from the Horned-Man into himself.

Before Ash could even taste the Qi and determine what it was, the Horned-Man had launched himself at him.

Black clouds of smoky Qi and black flames licked and washed over everything.

Ash could feel the absolute reversal of Momentum that was behind those. That if he even dared to take them on, he would die immediately.

Stepping to the side in a fraction of a second with Coiled Spring-Step, he then dove with another. Shooting across the grounds and outdistancing the massive cloud bank of smoke and fire.

Hitting the ground, Ash rolled, pivoted, and launched himself forward. Both of his weapons shot forward with their tips glinting.

A look of horror and fear spread across the Horned-Man’s face.

He put both of his hands out in front of himself and summoned an oval of absolute inky darkness.

The swords struck with a clatter, and a screeching noise that didn’t match the strikes sounded out as well.

“Damn you!” shrieked the Horned-Man, falling away from Ash once again. As if he’d been thrown. “You-you-you! You!”

As the last accusation was uttered, Ash noticed that a prismatic chain or strange light had been formed.

Tentatively, Ash attached it to himself.

“No!” squealed the Horned-Man.

Unbelievably, he reached out and tore a hole open in the ground. One that felt a lot like the opening Ash had found the deities in to begin with.

Except it went elsewhere.

Somewhere off this realm.

Ash spun his sword around and brought it down in a stab against the darkened portal.

Except it’d vanished even faster than he could act. Closing in on itself.

When it did, the chains had been forcibly disconnected.

Severed.

Wherever the Horned-Man had gone, it wasn’t anywhere Ash could reach.

As he stood there, panting, Ash stared at the spot where the deity had escaped to.

He could feel that the fate of the Horned-Man now laid elsewhere.

In his mad flight, in his desperation to escape, he had committed himself to an action that, in some way, prevented him from ever returning.

Unhappy with this result, Ash attempted to latch onto the momentum of the Horned-Man as he fled, and reverse it. To force that portal to reopen itself.

Except it didn’t.

Wherever the Horned-Man had gone, had truly removed him from Ash’s powers, his Dao, or even the unknown power beyond everything in the realms.

“Did… he leave the veil?” Ash pondered aloud.



“I think so. Also… hey, thanks. The moment you knocked that guy out of his… prayer? Whatever. When you did that, all the shadow monsters collapsed on themselves.





“They all died. We’re in the clear.”



Frowning, Ash was angry.

He didn’t like it when his enemies escaped.

It always left him feeling like he’d only put aside a problem today, to become a problem tomorrow.



“We can’t always put all of our problems to bed. Be thankful that so many of our foes were laid to waste in our conflicts.





“Given that he was a god, I think your victory alone is already awe-inspiring. I mean, that was something out of this world.





“Though, we should really talk about what you glimpsed. Of a power beyond it all. A system. That is… not something I have any experience with. Not even a clue, honestly.”



Ash grunted at that, he couldn’t deny that Locke was right.

Not every fight would result in a victory that left no hold-over problems.

Looking around, Ash wasn’t sure where this was, but it felt oddly important.

It wasn’t a throne room, but if anything, it reminded him of a room inside of the prison. A long corridor that seemed almost strangely built.

Looking to the side, Ash was surprised to see that it also had a massive archway set on the furthest wall.

It was closed with a shiny metal door that most certainly didn’t look like it’d be opening any time soon.

Unlike the last one he’d seen, this one wasn’t broken, or blackened, and appeared quite intact.

Otherwise, it matched the one in the prison monitoring station.

Buried in the metal, and something he wouldn’t have noticed in the blackened wreck of the other one, was a plate that looked identical to the one that required him to touch it to open doors.

Slowly, Ash walked over to it, and laid his ring to it.

He was looking forward to going back to his own realm and he didn’t have the patience to wait for everyone to arrive.

Honestly, his mental ability was rather diminished at the moment.

As soon as his ring touched the panel, the metal slammed apart and opened itself with an escape out of the realm.

Though, the location Ash saw in front of him left him feeling very strange.

“Oh ho! That’s awesome!” shouted an announcer as a monster-truck flew over a line of busses. The voice echoing distantly up to Ash and where he stood. “He cleared it!”

Hitting the dirt, the massive monster-truck slid out to the side, then roared loudly. Echoing endlessly back and forth.

With a clank, the monster-truck struck a crushed car, bounced to the side, and screamed up a small hill and flew through the air.

“Look at this! Unbelievable!” shouted the announcer.

“Uh… what?” Ash mumbled to himself as he gazed out at the interior of a stadium from what felt like the top of a nearby hill.





Epilogue





“Is this your world?” Hui asked as they stared down at the stadium. Beyond it and somewhat distant was a city.

One with large buildings that could only be a downtown area.

“I don’t think so,” Ash mumbled with a shake of his head. “It doesn’t feel quite right. It’s really similar though.”

“Doesn’t feel quite right?” Tala pressed.

She, Moira, and Chunhua had rejoined them.

“There’s two moons,” Locke said, and gestured at the moons in the sky. “Ash’s world only had one. Though it’s strange that they’re both visible during the day. Given the sun’s position, it’s… maybe… late morning? That or late evening.”

“Something like that,” Ash grumbled, unsure of what to really do about this.

Or even how to handle it.

When he’d opened the gateway, he truly had been expecting to be going home.

Not to a world that seemed to be a strange alternate-dimension clone of his own world.

Cars, planes, roads, electrical poles, it all looked very much like what he remembered it to be. Exactly as it would be expected to be, in fact.

“I admit it’s somewhat exciting to be able to see a world similar to where Ash came from,” Xiuying chirped, hopping up and down in place. “Though, the Qi here is so thin. So very thin. It’s almost as if it doesn’t exist at all.

“I swear, if we weren’t standing near Ash and benefiting from his innate ability to condense and draw Qi, I wouldn’t be able to feel it.”

“You’re not wrong,” Locke confirmed. “It’s very thin, to the point that you likely wouldn’t feel it.

“Yet the Hall, the Manse, and the Castle, all work. In fact, they work just as well here as they do in our original realm. Though not as well as in the prison realm.”

“What do we do?” Hui asked, turning to look at Ash.

“Well… I can see the chains. They lead off in that direction,” Ash confirmed, gesturing to a distant horizon. “Though it feels quite far. Very far, in fact. Far to the point that it’s likely on the other side of the planet maybe? I have no idea.

“It’s far though. Very far. Which means we’ll need to be able to travel through this realm without causing disturbances.”

Glancing over at the others, he realized that Chunhua, Tala, and Moira would all stand out in terrible ways. There would be no way to minimize a “disturbance” when it came to those three.

“Ahhh, it seems like it’ll be time to work on illusion techniques again,” Hui remarked, turning to look at Chunhua, Locke, and Xiuying. “Our sweet Cuddly Bunny-Wife, along with our glorious Owl, will stand out spectacularly.

“Though you could pass for being blind if we really had to push that, Chu.”

“Ahhh, yes. Let’s go work on that. Uhm… Rou, Xiuying, Hui, Locke, Ash, you all could pass easily enough here,” Chunhua remarked, looking them over.

“Clothes won’t fit in,” Ash said with absolute conviction. “We’ll need to steal clothes or make clothes. That or just go as we are and expect to stand out.”

“Do you think they speak English?” Rou mused.

“Yes. When I came through the door yesterday, I heard them speaking in that stadium,” Ash confirmed and gestured at the empty location. “So, we at least have that going for us, though it feels incredibly strange.”

Chunhua, Tala, and Moira looked at one another. Then vanished.

“I told them the sooner we have an answer, the sooner they can rejoin you. I’m going to go help since I can act as a sub for your own profession skills,” Locke offered with a laugh. Then she leaned over, kissed Ash’s cheek, and also vanished.

“What should we do, Lord?” Tan asked.

“Go to the Castle. Train. When we get clothes for everyone, you can join us. Your… visible differences probably won’t stand out that badly, other than some odd looks,” mused Ash. “Many people in my original world decorated their bodies in even more strange ways. For fun.”

The Knights nodded, saluted as one, and vanished.

“Well, should we start walking?” Xiuying asked with a laugh.

Hui took Ash’s arm, wrapped it around herself, and then pushed in close to his side.

“Yes, we should,” she stated and looked around.

There was no path for them to walk.

They were truly on a hillside.

“Here’s to our next journey,” Rou said with a laugh. “Do you think they have pea soup? I’m very curious to try it. Very curious. This’ll be an exciting change of scenery.”

“Yes! Oh, is there anything we should use your Fortune’s Chosen on?” Xiuying asked, bouncing around and peering at Ash. “Anything luck based that could give us a leg up?”

Ash raised his eyebrow as he considered that.

In the very moment he thought of it, he realized that might be an easy way for them to make money.

Gambling.

Gambling and leaning on Xiuying as if she were a tree offering shade in the middle of a desert.

“Yeah. You’re going to get a lot of use, my beautiful lucky charm,” Ash confirmed.

“Good! I’m happy to be used. As a lucky charm or your Bride. Off we go!” Xiuying declared and began marching forward.

Only to trip.

And start literally falling down the side of the mountain.

“Xiu… I swear,” hissed Rou who began chasing after the accident-prone woman.

Ash was staring at the distant city though.

He had no idea what to think of this development, but it was undoubtedly going to be a strange one.
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