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One

Ash let out a low sigh, grinned, and shook his head.

They’d come down from the hill from which they’d entered the realm.

Standing at the exit of the blocked off dirt road and where it met the intersection, he really felt strange. Strange and yet also almost at home in a way.

When they had escaped the prison he had genuinely felt better.

There had been warm sunshine on his skin that was from actual sunshine.

A breeze that cleansed the air and offered actual weather along with it.

There had even come a point where being able to travel back and forth from the Bridal Manse, the Castle, and the Hall, had all been quite possible for everyone. The only ones who couldn’t were those in the original realm, in fact.

Yet all that paled in comparison to breaking free of the realm in which the prison had been ensconced.

Knocking down an actual Deity, stealing a piece of it for himself, and truly breaking free.

It’d unfortunately cost him the company of Mei, Jia and Na. All three women were unconscious in the Hall and under the ministrations of Rou, their Qi-Healer.

Locke was helping as best as she could.

Most of her bandwidth was being directed to digesting the new dimensions to Scrivening and Carving that they’d discovered. The Lord of Graves had gifted them with a lot of information.

Now though, everything was dependent on Ash leading his group through a world that was just like his own.

Which, really, wasn’t going to be easy, given the extreme number of eyes on them at the moment.

“They stare,” murmured Hui in Kingdom.

Standing around Ash right now were Hui, Siu, and Xiuying.

“You’re all beautiful and our clothes stand out,” explained Ash also in Kingdom, still smiling as he looked around.

Chunhua, Locke, Tala, and Moira were all hiding in the Hall as they would stand out more so than even the group he was with, despite their clothes.

“It’s fine. For now,” he continued with a small snort. He glanced to Xiuying beside him.

The young and pretty Fortune’s chosen had hair so light brown in color that it was bordering on being blonde.

Paired to that, her extremely light-brown eyes were nearly a hazel that made them glitter. She had a figure that supported a large bust and wide waist.

“As long as my beloved Xiu is here and doesn’t seem bothered, I don’t think we’re in any real difficulty,” Ash stated with absolute conviction. “I mean, she fell halfway down the mountain and ended up on the only path that led us here.”

Xiuying laughed nervously at that, took up Ash’s arm, and pushed it into her side. As Mei often did, she had it smooshed into her breast. Though she leaned in close and tight to him, her other hand coming over to grasp at his wrist.

“Oooh, I’m always so flattered you all give me credit for every good thing and ignore all the bad,” she whimpered. “But I always feel so conflicted. As if I somehow need to do more.”

“No, Sister. No,” Siu stated with absolute sincerity and stepped up to Ash’s other side. “You need only be yourself. That’s all we ask.”

Siu’s black hair was loose and fluttering about her head in the light breeze. They had all ditched their weimao hats as soon as they arrived. Her dark-brown eyes were slowly moving across the intersection, over the cars as they moved past, and the stores that were sat there.

Her beautiful face that held a mature woman’s grace was full of curiosity and mirth.

She, Hui, Locke, and Ren held a slightly “mature” type of feel to Ash, and he couldn’t deny he was attracted to it.

As if realizing he was thinking of her, Siu glanced at him, smiled, and then lifted her fan up. Pressing it to her chin. Then flicked it open and covered the lower part of her face with it, slowly fluttering it.

“Well, uhm, what do we do?” Xiuying asked, chewing at her lip. Watching him with a somewhat nervous but eager gaze. “I feel like staying here is perfectly fine, but so is leaving.”

Thinking on that, Ash realized he had his answer already.

“Are you hungry? Thirsty? Do you feel warm or cold? Do you have a need right now, my dear wife? Anything at all?” Ash asked.

“Oh! I uh… yes! Yes. I do have a want,” she said, her eyes brightening and gazing at him with extreme excitement. “You-you-you mentioned that there were big stores with lots of-of-of women’s clothing. Pretty women’s clothing. That’s what I want!”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Ash confirmed, grinned, and began moving toward the quite familiar stop-light pole. He reached out with his free hand and thumped the button on it that was most certainly for the crosswalk.

For all intents and purposes, this place seemed like an odd, strange mirror to his original world. In many ways it was nearly exactly the same and he felt quite comfortable with it already.

“Ah? What… what is the button for?” Hui asked, stepping up to the pole and tapping at the metallic button. It didn’t depress much, though it did audibly click at the push of her finger.

“It’s to turn on the crosswalk that’ll alert us when to go over to the other side of the road,” Ash explained. “Those cars weigh a great deal, and normally kill people when they hit them.”

Ash paused and thought about that.

“Well, normal people. I’m not sure what it’d do to a Cultivator,” he murmured as he stared at Hui.

Her rich dark hair was quite long and had grown back in where he’d been forced to shave it away. Deep, wide, and dark eyes that seemed like liquid catching the moon’s reflection stared with full attention at the button.

Unfortunately, or perhaps thankfully, her Bride uniform did an amazing job of hiding away her impressive and eye-catching figure. She, Locke, Chunhua, Siu, and Hui often shared clothes back and forth, given that their sizes were abnormal compared to most women.

The crosswalk began beeping and Ash led his group across it. A number of cars had stopped and every single driver or passenger in them were all staring at the Sheng.

To which Hui clicked her tongue and adjusted her uniform. As if to make sure that her impressive features were quite muted.

“The Qi here is dead,” said the Cultivator, moving in to walk behind Ash. As if to protect him from harm, in fact. “This isn’t like the prison where it was limited. It just… isn’t here. Without your Dao, or the chain, I would already be empty. As if it were a veil-overlap.”

“Hm, a valid point,” Ash said and nodded his head. He took them past the corner and began walking them down the street. He was looking into the windows of the stores to try and find one that dealt in women’s clothes. He was fairly certain he’d find one on this road unless Xiuying suddenly wanted to go a different direction.

Would my beloved dear wife have anything to add at this juncture?

“No, not particularly. It’s dead. Really dead. There isn’t a spec of Qi that I can feel in any way shape or form,” Locke confirmed for him. “Before you ask, I’ve made a lot of progress. A lot. I’m almost ready to provide you with a new book of carvings.

“Bone carvings.

“The Knights have been quite instrumental in testing. I’ve finally gotten it to the point that a Knight will just cause a Bride to feel rather unwell if they touch, but only if the Knight wishes to make them feel unwell.

“No more bone explodey-ness.

“Which really made a mess if I have to be honest. I kept finding bits of arm bones everywhere and I couldn’t just sweep it into the Hall, since most of it occurred at the Castle.

“The Knights found a bunch of them and then stuck them in a shadowbox and put them in a classroom. Apparently Templar is utilizing it as a lesson for them.”

Ahhh, thanks, Locke Sheng. My precious wife. The woman who wants to hold my Dao’s pillar upon her shoulders, then receive my pillar and provide me with my first true Sheng heir.

Did you manage to sweet talk the others into that by the way? I wouldn’t be surprised if you had by this point.

“Ah… ahahaha? Ha…? I uh… ah… uh… yeah. Yes! I did. Yes,” Locke said with a nervous laugh. “Oopsie? Slipped my mind? Oh dear me? The head wife is second, so don’t be surprised if they get a bit more aggressive with their bouts.

“Chunhua is… she’s going to be the lead wife at this point just by virtue of planting everyone in the ground, fixing them up, and caring for them. She even mends their damn clothes and re-dyes them if she bloodied them.

“Hui is gaining ground quickly, but Chunhua is just… she’s Chunhua. Our precious Chu is a monster in battle, yet such a tame little housecat around you.”

Ash came to a stop as he stared into what could only be a big box store with a great deal of women’s clothing.

Especially so considering the ten or twelve mannequins wearing various clothes while standing in the window.

“We don’t have any currency, mind you, so we can’t purchase anything,” Ash stated as all the women turned and looked at what he was gazing at. “However, we can certainly try everything on. Try it on, send it to the Hall, and have your dear Sister Locke Sheng make you hordes of pretty clothes.

“Because I bet she’s going to appear at some point in the next several seconds just to make sure every scrap of clothing in there is sent to the Hall. Even if only for a few seconds.”

“Yes! I’m here, I’m here,” Locke said as if she’d just rushed here. She had quite literally appeared between himself and Siu, in a way that made it seem like she was trying to make it look less as if she had just been teleported into the world. “Yes, all the clothes. You’ll all help me, right? We can have so many clothes!”

All the women were eagerly nodding now. Staring at the clothes in the window without looking away.

“I love the colors,” whispered Hui. “I want to wear beautiful and bright clothes. They all look amazing compared to our drab uniforms and the clothes from our realm.”

Ash looked to Locke and grinned at her.

Locke had fashioned this body atop a woman who had already been blessed repeatedly with great looks and a figure that highlighted an extremely well-endowed figure with a narrow waist and wide hips.

Additionally to that, her delicate brown hair was almost always immaculately styled.

Her perfectly green eyes were like crystals, and he had wondered more than once if they’d been like that originally, or if Locke had fashioned them to be like that.

“Don’t you dare say anything stupid like, ‘women and clothes’. Alright? Don’t. These poor girls have no idea how deprived they’ve been, working with clothes that almost never fit, were scratchy, badly dyed, or just not that pretty,” warned the living artist’s rendition of beauty made real. Only Ren or Siu could truly compare to Locke. Hui came close, but not quite. “They’re going to get experience on a great many things now.

“Don’t be surprised when every Bride that can do so also raids the Manse and Hall as I begin making new clothes.”

I will be sure to compliment anyone and everyone who’s daring enough to wear it around me.

Ash promised, and meant it.

Cultivators were slow to change, if he could encourage them to be daring with accepting new things, he would do so.

“Then… in we go,” Ash said and pulled open the door.

He idly wondered what was going to happen in here.

Because if this was Xiuying’s whim, then most certainly it was a whim for her own personal good luck.

Which she always focused on Ash and his well-being, which he was grateful for.

Laying his free hand atop Xiuying’s, he closed his fingers into her own and held onto her.

Grateful and protective.

Xiuying was someone he would put his body on the line for to guard, because as long as she threw herself back at him, he didn’t think they would ever suffer a true loss that they couldn’t come back from.

To which Xiuying met his eyes, grinned at him, then darted in and gave him a kiss.

Then she squeaked, let out a squeal, and skipped away. Moving straight for a very large section of brightly colored blouses.

“I can’t wait for a perfectly fit bra. Oh my word I need a really good one,” complained Locke.

“Ah?” asked Hui, looking at the other woman as they went after Xiuying.

“Trust me, you’ll love them,” Locke promised. “Adore them. You’ll never look back.”

***

“I refuse to leave without owning one,” Hui stated in no uncertain terms. Her eyes were cold, flat, and dead. Her posture rigid, her arms held like weapons at her sides, and he got the impression she would battle him to the death. “I… need these. All of them. Every single one.”

“I like them a great deal, too,” Xiuying said from beside Hui.

The two women were in street clothes that gave Ash a deep and uncomfortable cognitive dissonance.

That and the underwear they’d found, which they refused to leave without, had been chosen by Locke to help emphasize their body-type, rather than downplay it.

Ash was doing a good job of keeping his eyes northward, but it was hard.

Siu then stepped out of the dressing room and took a few steps toward him. She was wearing short shorts that barely made it past her mid thighs, a comfy looking blouse with a V-neck collar, that was loose on the shoulders but tight at the bust and down, as well as a shawl that rested against her inner elbows.

Locke had picked out a dangerous bra for her as well.

“This is lovely,” purred Siu, and lifted up her foot to indicate her ankle boots. “These are fun, too! You were absolutely right Locke.”

“I know, I know. I’m amazing,” she said from another dressing room.

Ash had already gone around and simply taken away hordes of men’s clothes, put them in the Hall, and brought them back. He had done it all while waiting for them and without them even noticing he’d left.

He would just have to have Locke help him out later since she could replicate nearly anything pattern and style wise.

Color and fabric would be a different matter, since she didn’t have the means to make the fabrics or dyes.

It’d do for now though, and help them stand out less.

At least, until Xiuying’s natural luck kicked in.

“Ash, uhm, help me? My zipper got stuck and it’s in my hair and… and… help?” begged Xiuying.

Unable to help himself, Ash chuckled, got up, and went to assist.

Stepping into the dressing room, he found Xiuying had a very lovely bright blue sundress on, and the zipper was indeed stuck in her hair.

Somehow.

“I know, I know. I can’t help it,” she apologized. “You don’t care. You think it’s funny and cute in a way.”

“I do. I admit I’m rather fond of rescuing my Fortune’s Chosen wife,” Ash said and reached for the zipper. He delicately freed her hair, dislodging it from the zipper, and gently pulled it down and away.

It wasn’t even a problem.

“Ooh! Thank you. I’m so grateful for my family,” gushed Xiuying while she quickly shimmied out of the dress, giving Ash a great view of her back and rear.

Ash gently pulled the curtain away, just enough to slip out, and let it settle back in place.

Only for Xiuying to be surprised by the sudden movement and bump into the wall of the dressing room.

Which knocked a hanging decoration off the wall. A strange glass globe with twine wrapped around the bottom and filled with marbles.

Upon hitting the ground, it shattered, and marbles scattered out across the ground rattling and clacking as they went in a flood.

Straight toward three people who had no idea what was coming for them and kept walking. Not even noticing Ash or the others.

Well.

Here it goes.

It’s like… like watching a Rube Goldberg machine.

You never know how it’ll end.

The three men in coats stepped on the marbles at nearly the same time. All three of them slipping against the glass spheres.

One man went straight down onto his face with a crunch of bone.

The second did a sideways shuffle, grabbed a coat rack, fell to his knees, and ended up pulling the damn thing down on his back.

Third, and most dramatic, the last man had his feet shoot out from under him. His feet coming up to where his head had been as the man landed on the ground with a boom on his shoulders and neck.

A moment after the three men fell, weapons clattered out of their coats.

Or to be more precise, what looked to be a pump action shotgun, a pipe of some sort, and a big knife.

Ash walked over, gathered up the weapons, set them to the side, and then pushed the man hanging on the coat rack down to the ground.

Hui had come over and was standing near the other two men.

“What’s that?” she asked, indicating the shotgun in particular

“A type of weapon. Like a bow but different,” Ash murmured, snorted, then laughed. “It’s a very dangerous weapon. It seems our dear Xiu really needed to stop this from happening. Looks like it was going to be a robbery. Or that’s what I’d guess.

“I wonder why, though. I can’t imagine trying to rob a clothing store. Unless this place is more than meets the eye or there’s something else going on.”

“It’s always a mystery with our Sister,” Siu stated with a chuckle as she drew up next to Ash. Her fan was fluttering in front of her face, her pink bubble wrapped tightly around him at the moment.

A moment after he realized she was there, he felt his sexual tension drain away in a flash.

He had been experiencing a great deal of it after having seen such lovely women trying on clothes.

Unfortunately, especially so for Siu and the outfit she’d shown off.

The same woman whose Dao seemed to be bending her body ever closer to his ideal woman without him ever giving her input on whether he wanted that or not. It was something she had done to herself of her own volition.

“Oh me, oh my. Ashley, my darling Husband, I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist on taking all these clothes with us,” purred the monster made flesh. “I had no idea you liked it all so much and how I look.”

Ash shook his head and just stood there.

Waiting.

At some point, whatever it was that Xiuying’s fortune wanted would appear. All he had to do was follow its direction.

Always accept her luck as luck, never blame her for anything that goes wrong.

Let Xiu be Xiu and ever who she is.

“Shouldn’t we just kill them?” Hui asked, looking to him with a curious lift to her eyebrows. “Clearly they meant to do terrible things here, such violent crime should be punished violently.”

Cultivators are cultivators.

Rather than hoping they survive their brush with this realm, I should be hoping this realm survives its brush with cultivators.


Two

Surprisingly, the situation deescalated instantly.

A rather harried looking woman came in, looked deeply surprised to find the men where they were, and just about rushed Ash and company out of the store.

Pushing them right out the door with a handful of what Ash was fairly certain was currency, all the clothes on them, and several bags quickly stuffed with all the clothes the girls had been trying on, and onto the street.

As if she just couldn’t wait to get the group gone and deal with the three men and their weapons on her own.

“That was an inside job, wasn’t it,” Ash blurted out as the door clicked behind them from an unlocked, to a locked position. “She really didn’t want us to be there. At all.”

“Oh definitely an inside job, haha,” Locke declared and then took in a deep breath. Only to laugh again. “I don’t care though! I got everything I wanted! Everything!

“She literally threw in all the clothes we had set aside to try on and had tried on. All of it, from all of us. Just scooped it all up and whatever was there, was going with us.”

“Don’t forget everything you stole,” Ash added with absolute certainty. He didn’t doubt for one second that Locke most certainly stole things from the store. He knew his dearest trickster far too well. More than likely, she would’ve found things that weren’t going to be sold, damaged, or otherwise, and took it.

“I… ah… uhm… yes? Ooopsie doo?” Locke admitted with a wince. “I may have found everything that they were going to destroy that they couldn’t sell or return and just… took it. It’s not like it matters, they would have thrown it away.

“Better us than the dumpster.

“Especially since I already fixed all the problems that they were being thrown away for anyways! I just skipped digging it out of the trash. I don’t think I did anything wrong.

“And now that I know what I’m looking for, I plan on doing the same wherever we go.

“It’s not like I wasn’t constantly digging through the trash for things back in our own realms. I found some great things that only took me fixing them up a bit.

“Especially furniture. That was an easy one.”

“Oooh, I’m sorry, I didn’t think we’d get kicked out because of me,” apologized Xiuying. She’d been forced to quickly change into a rather snug sundress that showed her off perfectly, and a light short sleeved coat thing.

With a shake of her head, she quietly took up Ash’s arm, drew it into herself, and grabbed it with her free hand.

“It’s fine. It told us many things,” Ash said, dismissing it. “Your Fortune works here, but it’s quite possibly limited. Perhaps the lack of Qi here will limit it, too.”

“I can’t even imagine remaining here without your chain,” Hui murmured. “Also, I want to rename it. Bond of Sheng. At least formally. It goes to the Knights and Brides both, doesn’t it?”

Frowning, Ash turned his thoughts inward to himself.

To his middle Dantian.

There were almost no Brides here at all.

The ones that were looked to be stone, bronze, or silver statues.

Statues that looked so new that the chains to where they were hadn’t been there long.

Grasping one attached to a silver statue, Ash put his attention to it.

It was a fresh Bride.

She had been inducted only several weeks ago and had been flooded with attention, gifts, items, care, and kindness since joining. So much so that she had no idea what was going on anymore.

Just that her Sisters loved her, that on another realm she has Brothers who would protect her, and somewhere, out there, was Lord Sheng, who kept her so fully stuffed with Qi that she felt somewhat sick at times.

That she had to actively generate Qi if only to push it at him, so he would stop sending her ever more of his pure Qi.

In the moment he became aware of her, of Sisui, she became aware of him.

There was an echoing squeak in her mind as his Dao quite literally was put before her in its entirety.

“Lord Sheng!” Sisui whimpered as the chains became a blinding gold color to her. Her Qi-Sea was forcibly expanded in the next moment, her meridians blown out wide, and her middle Dantian popped open.

In a flash, she had gone from a below average talent that would need a great deal of help, to a talent with the means to begin considering scratching at the heavens.

“I had no idea, Lord Sheng!” cried Sisui. “It’s glorious. The Sheng… the Sheng is glorious.”

There was a weird pop and the statue was gone.

When Ash went to look for it, he found Sisui buried at the bottom of his pillar. Trying to help keep Locke upright, it seemed. Her entire body wedged underneath the other woman and attempting to hold up the one who held everything else up.

“Uh,” Ash said as he looked to the other statues. He suddenly didn’t want to look at them too closely or risk suddenly giving a Bride too much.

He had already been told he had accidentally thrown more than a few of them into their Black Day the moment they joined.

“Errr… Sisui is fine, before you ask,” interjected Locke. “She uhm… she’s fine. Don’t worry about it. She’s from Liu’s realm.”

At the periphery of his Middle Dantian was a horde of statues that existed there in this space, yet not part of the space. Such that they were part of the whole, but were the perimeter.

Knights of Sheng.

Those that were part of the Sheng momentum, but had to be at the edge of it due to their very nature. All of them pledged and would be just as golden, if not for who they were.

Ash disliked that.

A great deal.

“The Bond of Sheng is fine,” he continued after inspecting his Middle Dantian. He wasn’t going to check his lower Dantian, as it would just be a giant concrete whirlpool that reached the ceiling.

Looking back to the pillar, he paused.

He could feel Ren and Liu. His Realm Lords.

They weren’t part of the pillar, but part of the Dao.

The whole.

As he put his focus on the two of them, they in turn became aware of him.

Ren, the beautiful once Qi-Lord of the prison briefly fluttered about like a butterfly in his senses, then threw a colossal wave of Qi at him. One that was easily four or five times the size of his own personal Qi-Sea.

It was filled to the brim with yearning, care, concern, and a wish to make him happy and see him succeed.

As well as for a dinner that she had been promised.

Liu was the opposite yet same.

Unwavering determination to see him succeed in all things while remaining a stoic and unmoving boulder. That regardless of anything, Liu would remain and be there for Ash and his glory.

Unable to do much with the Qi she had thrown at him, Ash redirected it back to her and Liu.

Which went nowhere other than his Middle Dantian.

Somewhere Qi normally wasn’t.

There was a boom, followed by a crackling noise that made Ash wince.

The bottom of his Middle Dantian broke in two places and two silver pillars rose up out of the ground. They were only a third of the size of his own, but they were brilliantly gleaming as they came upward.

Ash got the impression that if he looked to his Lower Dantian, they would be there as well.

There was another crack, and he suddenly felt Ren’s Dao crumble. Crumble and reform in an instant.

To be the most beautiful and perfect Bride of Sheng was the new Dao, where the old had been to be the most beautiful woman. A shifting that seemed to correlate with the fact that she was now part of his Middle Dantian.

Ren was now set upon a course to become the penultimate Bride of the Brides.

Well that’s fucked.

“It’s what she wanted, actually. I peeked in on her as it happened, just to make sure she was alright. She leveraged the moment to make this happen herself. It wasn’t something you did to her,” Locke assured him. Ash realized that, at the moment, time had slowed down around him. “She seems quite happy about the fact. Mei and Jia will find it annoying, yet also amusing.

“To be sure, the Brides need a leader they can look up to in each realm. Liu for one and Ren for the other works quite well. It’ll allow us to shuffle personnel around and learn more of themselves from each.

“Liu’s Dao is unchanged. She is the echo of momentum. The counterpoint. A beat that holds the first in time, whereas Ren is the ever-changing fluttering to be ‘the best’. It’ll work as its two sides of the same coin.

“Just-just stop looking inward. Your awareness of things changes so much in the Middle Dantian. An entire crop of Brides that weren’t due to pledge, just pledged, as Sisui exploded with power. I don’t understand it, but her talent is now comparable to Chunhua’s. Somehow.”

Looking outward, Ash found a group of fifty brand new statues.

Even as he put his gaze to them, his chains lashed out to them and before he could control himself, he responded to their Qi-Sea’s being empty.

And filled them up.

Every statue flashed from whatever their starting point was to a brilliant golden color.

Realizing Locke was absolutely right, Ash jerked himself out of his viewing and back into his own body.

“He just… he literally… he threw an entire batch of Brides into their Black Day by looking at them,” grumbled Locke. “All their Dantians and Meridians exploded. Just… blew up. They should all be dead but they’re not. I don’t even understand it anymore.”

“He is Ashley Sheng. There is no need to question it beyond that. He is Lord Sheng. Those Brides will be blessed going forward, I’m certain of it,” Hui stated with absolute conviction. “Watch. They will all become Bridal Party leaders and commanders. We will need to give them special medals and designations.”

“Anyways,” Ash hissed, sighed, and shook his head. “This was all the wrong direction. We need to find a place to stay. Let’s go see what we can find.”

The girls casually put their bags away into what were likely their storage devices and they all turned to look to him. None of them seeming to remember that storage devices likely didn’t exist here and if anyone had been watching, this would be an issue.

Since arriving, Ash had been bothered by the fact that all his chains, the Bonds of Sheng, led into the ground.

He hadn’t even noticed it at first, but they were under him. Under him and leading into the earth itself.

Wherever the exit to this realm was, it was on the other side of the world.

Far removed from where the entry point had been.

***

“It would seem we won’t be staying here either,” Ash said with a heavy sigh after they exited the hotel. Then shrugged. “Guess we’re sleeping in the Hall, the Bridal Manse, or the Castle, tonight. I was genuinely hoping that we could spend the night on this world. I wanted to show you television and a number of other things.

“It would have been… been… very… uh—”

Ash’s words slowly fell away as he felt the momentum of their surroundings starting to turn.

It wasn’t quite spinning against him, but it wasn’t moving with him either.

Such a thing wouldn’t be occurring unless someone had picked him or his group out in particular.

“Siu my dear, an invisible shield?” Ash asked in Kingdom. “Locke, would you mind getting Chunhua dressed and ready in case I need something blown up?

“Tala and Moira as well, but that’s something I’d like to avoid given how noteworthy they are.”

“Hm?” Hui asked, her attention moving away from Ash and to their surroundings. “The two in the vehicle. There’s also one in the store across the way. Also, there is a thing very high above us.”

Tilting his head, Ash looked upward.

High above them and distantly to the side was a helicopter. The side of it was facing them, and Ash got the impression that it had one of those fancy super high-end cameras pointed at them.

“Well, it seems we’ve caught the eye of a government agency,” Ash remarked as Siu melded herself into his left side. Pressing into him, wrapping an arm around his middle, and literally pressing her cheek to his shoulder.

He began to throw a continuous stream of sexualized thoughts at her, about her, and for her. All the things he’d done to her, wanted to do to her, and would do to her in the future.

The pink bubble that was her shield would be invisible to everyone else, but he knew he was able to see it at all times.

Right now it looked quite solid and firm as Siu fed off his directed thoughts.

“Yessssssssssssss, think of me,” she whispered and rubbed her face against him.

Hui walked up to the car she’d indicated that had two men in it, both of them watching Ash and his group.

She bent down at the waist and thumped her hand against the glass with a gentle hand motion.

It sounded as if she’d punched it.

“You, you are watching us. Explain to me why you’re moving against our momentum,” she demanded. “Explain it or I will make you explain it. Or should I go to the one in the store over there?”

The two men looked shocked and unsure of how to proceed.

“Yes? Should I go to the store?” Hui asked in a way that reminded him of how she had once spoken to him. Before she’d become a master of life and death. Her hand came up and she grasped the top of the car, a sedan, and she pushed. Causing the whole thing to rock off the ground and onto two wheels. “Answer me. If you do not I’ll get my answers elsewhere!”

In response, one of the men drew a gun and leveled it at Hui.

Fucking hell!

“Hui! Th—”

Before Ash could say anything, Hui had punched a hand through the side window, grasped the gun, and jerked it away from the man.

Holding it in her hand she peered at it, then flicked a hand and vanished it into her storage.

The second man was now fumbling at his side, likely attempting to draw his own weapon.

Chunhua appeared out of thin air, her left hand coming up in a grasping motion.

The white-eyed, stunningly pretty, and extremely well-built sorceress was dressed in tight jeans, a snug blouse that really made it obvious how great her figure was, and her long brown hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail.

With an idle flick of her hand, the weapon shot across from the man’s holster and arrived in Chunhua’s hand, from which it also was stored.

“Hold on, wait a moment,” Ash asked in Kingdom. He kept his words steady even as his group began preparing themselves. “Let’s just… have a quick chat with them, alright? They only drew a weapon when Hui felt like they were disrespecting her.”

As casually as Ash could manage given Siu was plastered against his side, he strode over to the car and peered into the occupants.

“Hello in there,” Ash said in English. “It seems you’re aware of my group and me. Maybe we should speak before my friend with the white-eyes decides the helicopter that’s watching us needs to be pulled in much closer.”

He had already noticed Chunhua gazing at the helicopter and forming what looked a lot like a spell made of air.

“I assure you that we’re merely tourists passing through your realm on our way back to our own,” Ash declared, deciding to take the situation in hand. There was no reason not to be upfront with them if they had already discovered them.

For all he knew, they had a way of tracking them.

Given that the chains passed through the planet, it seemed they’d need a way to travel on this world. Likely a long way or distance, too. There was the distinct likelihood that he’d need help to get where he was going and that would likely need to be from a government entity of some sort.

The two men were just staring at Ash, open mouthed, unmoving, and unblinking.

As if they’d been mentally locked into their own heads and weren’t able to posit a thought.

“Hm, maybe we do need the helicopter to come over,” muttered Ash, then stood up and looked to Hui. He smiled and continued in Kingdom. “Is there anyone else watching other than the one in the shop across the way? I feel like there’s more according to my Dao, but I can’t tell if they’re on the way here, or are here.”

“Just the one in the shop. If there’s more coming, that’s fine, too,” Hui stated with a fierce smile. She flexed her hands, and they immediately began to glow. One golden and the other black.

“If we can, I’d prefer talking to them. They’re not cultivators. These are like… like… just… servants of the sect leader,” Ash tried, wanting to convey to them that these people were barely worth their time. “We just need to talk to someone with a bit of power rather than the servants.”

“Is that what this is?” Chunhua asked, sounding rather curious. “That would make sense. Should I bring the flying thing over? I’ve already taken control of its movements.”

“I… yeah, bring it over. Just make sure you keep it in the air. They can fall if those spinning blades stop,” Ash advised her, glancing over at the helicopter.

With a soft pull with her hand and a smile on her face, Chunhua watched the helicopter.

Swiftly, it began descending and heading straight for them.

“We want to talk!” shouted the man who came out of the store across the way. His hands held up in a plaintive gesture. “We would love to talk. We apologize for not responding to your question. Visitors from other places aren’t well known. At all.”

“Oh? Alright. You can let the helicopter go, Chu,” advised Ash. “Make sure it can fly away on its own power though. We don’t want it coming down.”

“Poo, I wanted to see it up close,” Chunhua lamented and seemed to release whatever hold she had on it.

Ash glanced at it and watched as it immediately dove off and away to the side.

The pilot clearly wanted to be gone, and immediately.

“Ah… thank you for that,” the man said, slowly crossing the street to Ash. He slowly reached down to the gun at his side and drew it out of his holster. Holding it up, he let it dangle between his thumb and forefinger.

It vanished.

“Got it. I’m going to shoot a Bride and see how it goes. I can always remove the bullet and then have Rou fix her if it’s stronger than the Bride,” Locke offered. “Though I think by and large it won’t be an issue. I do think that a gun would be usable against anyone below the Mortal Rank one class. The body grows considerably stronger with Qi seeping into the skin and bones by that point.

“We’ll find out in just a few minutes though! Exciting, exciting.”

Ash really didn’t know what to say to the idea that Locke was going to shoot a Bride.

The man who had come out of the store was staring at his hand.

Or perhaps, the pistol that was no longer there.

“Great,” Ash said. “Do we speak somewhere around here? It would be wonderful if we could get some food. I haven’t eaten this week, and I could go with a snack. Do you perhaps have pizza in this world? I’d kill for pizza.”

“I… sure. We-we could do pizza,” the man murmured, looking back to Ash.


Three

“I have good news. It’s exactly what I thought. A Mortal Rank One level One is impervious to a nine-millimeter,” Locke reported as the group entered what was most certainly a pizza restaurant. “I got the other two guns that Hui and Chunhua took. They used different sizes of bullets.

“Mortal Rank One level One blocked both of those round types as well.

“I asked a Refiner Rank Three level Nine to take a shot, and it went right through her leg. That seems to be the cutoff point. She was quickly healed by Rou and is fine. I also gave her a set of clothes with our materials but in the new style as a reward.”

Ash only grinned at that, feeling like that made almost too much sense all the way around.

Xiuying shot away from his right side while Siu remained glued to his left. Just about rubbing herself against him.

“Oh, oh, oh!” Xiuying squealed in English, rushing right up to the counter. She was staring at the boards behind it that were covered in something Ash had most certainly missed.

Pizza.

Left to right, top to bottom, it was all pizza.

Pizza he knew, too. With toppings he very much wanted.

“It’s pretty! It looks delicious! What’re the strange… uhm… other things next to them,” Xiuying gushed. They had collectively agreed to speak in English unless they absolutely needed to say something the other group wouldn’t understand.

“Drinks. Those are drinks,” Ash asserted, realizing she was looking at a ‘combo’ picture. A pizza slice and a drink. “You’ll probably like those, too.”

Hui was slowly moving from table to table and staring at each and every person who was in the pizzeria. She had clearly already determined that every person here was part of whatever government institution that had made contact with them.

“I removed their weapons. Hui is just being Hui and that’s fine,” Locke advised him. “I’ll test everything shortly, but they’re all the same sizes we’ve already tried out.”

Locke said, moving to quickly catch up with Xiuying.

Chunhua had thrown a hand at the door after entering and was now standing in front of a glass-door fridge. Peering in at all the drinks inside of it.

She’d installed a shield there that looked to be quite firm.

Though it didn’t matter since Siu’s shield had already moved to the same spot, he wasn’t going to fault them for double shielding.

Ash didn’t bother to look at all. He already knew what he wanted.

Something that had always made conversation one way or the other.

Moving to a back table that was open, Ash sat himself down. Separating from Siu to do so.

Only for her to immediately press herself into his side and smoosh him up into the corner. Nearly crawling into his lap.

Tala and Moira popped into existence side by side, dressed in some new clothes, and both of them staring at the board.

Tala was in, somewhat unsurprisingly, a track suit. A bright red and black one.

Her long black rabbit ears were on full display, and her dark black hair was pulled back behind her. Her rather pretty and delicate features were in a mask of surprise as her green eyes gazed at the board.

Next to her was Moira, who was wearing a windbreaker that was undone, some type of low-plunging neckline shirt or blouse under it, and a pair of stretchy looking jeans.

Her white and black hair was drawn back as well, though held in place with clasps.

Just as Tala was, Moira was also staring at the boards.

Her overly large, if not giant, yellow eyes picking over what was available. The nearly alien beauty on full display given her clothes that were at odds with the large wings that were pressed to her back.

A natural position for them despite the fabrics.

Both of them were in boots.

“Ashley, husband, my Cuddly Bunny-Wife self desperately wants this meet-the-meat pizza,” Tala pleaded, turning her head to sneak a peek at Ash over her shoulder. Only her eyes visible as she raised her eyebrows delicately.

The overly sweet and soft sounding warrior was ever creeping closer to the “self” she wanted to be.

Which was so overly saccharine and kind to him that it often times left him unable to respond. She was the definition of adorable that only Xiuying could compare to.

“Please?” she whined, her shoulder drawing up as one of her ears flopped to the side and the other stood upright. Once again somehow finding the cutest pose possible.

“Order whatever you want. If our escort here won’t cover it, we’ll use the money we received earlier,” Ash stated, and looked to the man in question.

He had just sat himself directly across from Ash. He had three different phones in his hand and was setting them down on the table in front of himself.

The man was large, easily six-foot-four, with a fairly stocky build. Hard brown eyes were looking over the phones one at a time. To Ash, they looked as if they had all been turned on and were actively on calls.

“We’ll… cover it,” grumbled the man, not looking at Ash.

“I promise we’ll return their weapons if you’re upset about it after the fact,” Ash assured the man, finally draping an arm around Siu and giving her several thoughts about how her getting comfortable against him was what he wanted. To hold him, lay still, and gift him with her warmth and company.

Causing her immediately to stop moving, tilt her head to the side, and put her focus on the man while holding to Ash.

“That’d-yes, please. Thank you,” the man murmured, finally meeting Ash’s eyes. “My name is agent Frederick Crow. I’m part of the planar authority. I’m currently on the phone with… phone… do you know what a phone is?”

The last had been said with agent Crow looking to Ash and raising his eyebrows.

“I personally am from a technologically similar world to your own,” Ash offered with a genuine smile. “I’m sure I likely understand nearly everything going on in your world. At least, so far. My companions are all from a very different world.”

Agent Crow’s eyes darted over to Moira and Tala, who were also being stared at by everyone in the pizzeria. Then back to Ash.

“I’m with the planar authority director, the prime minister, and the director of the Home Defense Force,” agent Crow finished. “I’m here with a number of extra planar beings.”

“My name is Ash. Ash Sheng,” offered Ash. “I will name my companions as needed, but I speak for everyone.”

Xiuying darted over to him with a plate and a drink. On the plate was a slice of pizza with a large bite taken right out of the front of it. She ended up smacking the table before she got herself seated next to Siu.

“Thish ish amazhing Ash!” she cheered brightly and then leaned over to drink out of the straw of her cup. “Mm! I like this, too! It’s bubbly and sweet!”

Agent Crow looked at Xiuying, blinked, then directed his gaze back to Ash.

Before he could say anything, Hui sat down next to the agent with a plate and a cup as well.

“You will stay on your side of the booth, or I’ll break your arm,” Hui stated simply.

Chunhua, Tala, and Moira all came next.

Several chairs sprung out of nothing and clattered down for them to sit themselves in.

Locke was at the counter and had just ordered the entirety of what was there and put in an order for a hundred more pizzas.

Ash figured she was going to feed as many as she could, as this was an abnormal treat.

“Yes,” agent Crow stated, then shifted further into the bench and away from Hui. “Would you mind if we began with questions?”

“Certainly, certainly, I don’t mind at all,” Ash murmured. “I imagine you have a great many of them. Though, could I ask one or two poignant questions first? It would help me determine what my own answers should explain in more detail or less detail. After all, I doubt you want to hear about bathrooms in the realm I came from. They don’t even have toilet paper.”

“Sure?” agent Crow responded in what sounded like a question.

“How often do you have planar visitors?” Ash asked simply.

“You’re… the first we’ve been able to speak with, but we know of them,” admitted the man but explained no further. Ash couldn’t fault him for keeping his cards hidden. Ash would do the same. “How did you get here?”

“A planar exit,” Ash answered. “It’s one way, and my people control the exit. There won’t be any more visitors unless I permit it.”

“You-are-unless you permit it?” asked the man.

“Indeed. Unless I permit it,” Ash confirmed a moment before a plate of peperoni and pineapple pizza was plunked down in front of him along with a soda cup. A plate with cheese pizza and another cup was set down in front of Siu.

“Thank you,” Ash said, catching Locke’s eyes.

Locke nodded her head with a grin, then went back to the counter.

Each and every item handed to her vanished one by one.

Ash noticed in that moment that she’d cleared out the chips, candies, and the fridges as well.

“Lord Sheng is our Lord,” Hui stated, staring at agent Crow with wide eyes. “If he doesn’t permit it, he doesn’t permit it.”

Siu nodded her head at that, picked up her pizza with her left hand, and took a bite. Never really looking away from agent Crow or lifting her head.

“Mr. Sheng, could you please explain the purpose of your visit and what your intentions are in our world?” asked the agent, his face a calm and neutral mask.

“Tourists passing through, nothing more, nothing less. I have a direction I’m attempting to follow that will allow me to leave this plane,” Ash stated and took a bite of his pizza.

“Can you provide more details about how you plan to leave this plane and whether your departure could impact our world in any way?” asked the agent, his brows pressing together.

Ash swallowed and then thought about the question.

“I will leave by the same way arrived and in a way that you cannot follow, nor could anyone else for that matter. It will not impact your world, other than the fact that I won’t be converting oxygen to carbon dioxide anymore,” Ash offered, feeling just a bit fun. The taste of the pizza had brightened his mood considerably.

He immediately set back into eating his pizza all while Xiuying danced happily in her seat. Unperturbed by the conversation and generally just happy.

“Mr. Sheng, while we appreciate your assurance that your departure won’t affect our world, it’s my responsibility to ensure the safety and security of our nation,” agent Crow assured him with a wary smile. One that felt thin and measured. Guarded one could say. “Would you be open to discussing your plans in more detail with our team? This way, we can address any potential concerns and possibly assist you if needed.”

“I mean, there isn’t much to discuss,” Ash confessed while chewing. “The means to leave this plane involve my personal power set and my abilities. A door would open, I’d go through it, and the door would close. I mean, did you see anything go wrong with your world when I arrived? It’d be much the same way.

“Beyond that, as to the details, I don’t know. I have to go find the location before I would know anything more. I don’t know where it is. It’s just… in that direction.”

Ash pointed in the direction that the chains went.

Which was more or less straight down.

Entirely unhelpful, he was sure, but for all he knew, there was a significant landmark that might be over there.

“I understand. Thank you for clarifying, Mr. Sheng. I would be happy to provide an agent for you to help you locate it as well,” agent Crow said in a way that sounded firm, but not threatening. “We would-we would prefer if you kept that agent around you at all times that would be prudent without impinging on your own privacy. This would be a standard protocol of course if we had any foreign dignitary show up uninvited mind you.”

“I don’t mind,” Ash said with a shrug of his shoulders. “So long as you don’t try to do anything stupid. If you don’t attempt to arrest us or detain us, then I’m more than willing to keep open relations.

“The reason why I said you shouldn’t try to do anything stupid, is because I don’t have to be here. I can move to another sub-plane and appear elsewhere.

“For now I’m content to be a visitor. A tourist. I’m happy to pay my way as well, as I do have resources at my disposal, though I’m unsure of what would be valuable to you.

“I have pills, medicines, and elixirs that can cure any wound, illness, or concern known to my people. Cancer or otherwise. Additionally, I have many abilities that allow me to change the way the order of the world can exist.

“As an example of that, I could create a room where anyone put into it is extremely likely to recover regardless of the concern so long as they’re not immediately dying.”

“That is… that is a lot of information to take in. I wouldn’t be able to comment on that other than to say I would like nothing more than to test some of that with you if you don’t mind,” stated agent Crow, an odd look crossing his face. “As to doing something stupid, I would very much like for both of us to remain intelligent and composed about the situation. Having an agent around you would of course keep us both well informed and aware of the other.

“A means of communication that’s always open, you could say. One that we can both utilize to ensure the other side can be coordinated with.”

“Any agent attached to Lord Sheng must be evaluated by the Brides,” Hui asserted with absolute finality. “You will provide a number of them, and we will select the best individual among those ranks. I will save you the time and assert that it must be a woman, unmarried, single, and physically proficient in combat.

“No one else would be suitable, nor would they be able to keep up with us. We can accept an attached person, but we will make sure the person fits our group needs.”

Agent Crow hesitated at that, his eyes slowly moving from Hui, to the rest of Ash’s group, then back to Ash.

“I’ll keep that recommendation in mind, Miss. I’m sure we can find a middle ground that we’re both happy with. It might take some time.

“In the meanwhile… actually, Mr. Sheng, how many people are in your entourage with you? We’ll need to arrange your accommodation for the evening quickly. The sun sets quickly in winter,” he asked with a thoughtful look. “I ask so we can find a suitable accommodation for you.”

“Ah… well… if you’re asking for a maximum, several thousand?” Ash answered, finishing off his pizza in between taking long drinks of the soda. He was currently experiencing a nostalgia trip that he didn’t think he would ever experience again. “At an average moment, ten to fifty. Unless something stupid happens.”

Agent Crow paused after hearing that. His face an impassive mask of nothing at all.

The only outward appearance that he was awake was a blink before his eyes moved from Ash to the counter.

Locke had just taken a box full of snacks across the top of the counter and vanished it into the Hall. Along with everything else she’d “bought” from the pizzeria so far.

When Agent Crow looked back to Ash, it seemed he had finished whatever thought he had had in that moment.

Ash noted the earpiece in the man’s ear, and it was likely that he had been listening to the three different phones.

Curious.

I wonder how they managed to route all three phones into one earpiece. Maybe their tech is a bit further ahead?

Now I’m deeply curious.

Wait.

Wait!

Do… do they have video games?!

Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh.

Video games!

“I’m sure we can find a suitable arrangement for that number, Mr. Sheng,” began Agent Crow. “Would you be opposed to us renting out a hotel in its entirety? It would allow us to make sure you remain unbothered for the evening, and we can prepare a better meeting in person tomorrow morning. As well as some testing for your… your… possibility of payment.”

“Not a problem. Though, can we stop off at a big box store on the way? I just realized that we haven’t even gotten a chance to experience any entertainment from your world. Do you perhaps have… video games?” Ash asked with a wide smile. “Or computers? Hand held consoles? Movies? Digital media? Anything at all that we could drag back to the hotel to keep us occupied?

“We don’t need much sleep anymore. Maybe a few hours a night at most. Normally we’d cultivate, but your world lacks Qi. It’s barren. Like a desert for water.”

With a small nod of his head, Agent Crow either was agreeing with Ash, or those he was listening to on the other end of the phones. Given his calm and well-maintained demeanor, Ash was thinking that it was in response to his own question.

“I’m sure we could manage a stop on the way over while the Hotel is booked accordingly,” stated the Agent with another calm and placid looking smile. “Is there anything else that we could pick up for you on our way?”

“I really don’t know yet,” confessed Ash, looking over to the pizza counter. He wanted to get up and get another slice. He wasn’t hungry, but it had tasted so good. “I’m sure we’ll figure it out soon enough. It’s one of those things, right? You never know what you’re missing till you open your suitcase and try to figure out where the item you’re suddenly looking for is. Then you suddenly realize you forgot it and know exactly where it is in your house.”

Locke turned back to him and promptly set down a bag of BBQ chips in front of him along with another soda. The former was open, and the latter had its tab popped.

She immediately spun back around to the counter and went right back to what she had been doing previously. Which if Ash didn’t miss his guess, was her ordering a great deal of items from them to get elsewhere.

Likely at surrounding stores nearby and having it all brought here through the back.

“Ah… yes, I can certainly understand that sentiment,” allowed the agent, his eyes having followed Locke in her movements as she placed the items down in front of Ash. “Well, I suppose we’ll wait here till you’re ready, the store, the hotel, and go from there.”


Four

“I love it here,” Xiuying said before promptly stuffing half of a pancake into her mouth and chewing at it. She looked a lot like a giant greedy squirrel.

Not that Ash could blame her.

The food in this world was very similar to his own, and he had been eating just about non-stop.

Thankfully he could just dispose of all the food with a minor cultivating session, so he wasn’t concerned with gaining weight. It was just for the pleasure of eating, really.

“It’s very good,” Tala agreed, carving a section off a breakfast sausage and delicately putting it into her mouth. “Your table manners need work Sister. I mean, really.”

“But it’s just family!” Xiuying said with a laugh after swallowing the entire bite somehow. “I really like your fur today, by the way, Sister. What’d you do? It’s so pretty!”

Tala blushed, smiled, and shrugged her shoulders.

“Yes, you’re right… it’s just family. I’m sorry. It was that hair dryer under the counter. Ash pointed it out, so I used the shower, then utilized the device,” Tala explained. “It took a bit, but it was very worth it.”

“I thought about taking a shower,” Chunhua murmured from where she was slathering butter on a waffle. “But I couldn’t stop watching the… electric box. I forget the name. There were a lot of interesting things on it though. A lot of interesting things.”

“The TV,” Moira said after taking a drink. “I agree. I watched a lot of it as well. Almost to the dawn. I took a quick nap before it arrived though. This world has so many entertainments. I can’t imagine anyone is ever bored.”

Ha.

Give it time I suppose.

How’s it looking by the way my glorious super-secret spy wife?

After having found all their listening devices and cameras, did you figure out if they’re watching from across the way or somewhere else?

“Most certainly. I then went and pulled the shades on every window facing where-ever they were, then had Chu put in a small plane of stone against each window they had a… laser… on. I think it was a laser.

“Anyways, I had Chu put a stone plate against it. They couldn’t hear us anymore after that.

“Even if they could though, we all speak Kingdom when we’re alone here. They wouldn’t hear much of use.

“Though, I think the language here is wrong. It’s strange.”

How so?

“Agent Crow spoke a different language than English. His mouth wasn’t making the same sounds I would expect with it. It was a different language.

“The pizzeria employees also spoke a different language.

“I think there’s something more going on here, but I can’t understand it.

“Whatever it is though, it isn’t translating Kingdom, so we still have our own language to ourselves. Which is nice, but I wouldn’t count on it permanently working.

“My Chosen One always guarantees interesting times to be lived in, after all. We can just go to the Manse… or the Castle… or the Courtyard… or the Hall.

“Speaking of, you’re having dinner with Ren tonight. You’ve put her off long enough. I owe her. You owe her. Have dinner with her. She’s a glowing bright silver pillar in your Dao and is quite literally a tent-pole to the Sheng Alliance now.

“Brides in the realm can feel her as well as you now. She can’t form Bonds of Sheng with anyone, but they all know where she is at all times.”

Yes, yes, that’s fine.

“Agent Crow is coming, by the way,” advised Locke. “Along with a large number of women. Surprisingly, more than a few of them have Dantians.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that.

“I’m going to go meet Agent Crow.

“I shall go with you,” Hui stated and stepped out of her seat, getting to her feet. She picked up an unbuttered waffle and vanished it into her storage device after taking a bite out of it.

“Ah, yes. Your Cuddly Bunny-wife shall go with you as well,” Tala murmured but didn’t get up, clearly wanting to remain.

“Would my beloved Tala Sheng remain seated?” Ash asked with a smile. “I’ll be fine with Hui. If I don’t miss my guess, Siu will appear over there no sooner than it’s time for her to do so, either.”

“True!” Locke confirmed from the end of the table. “I’m also watching, so, I wouldn’t be too concerned. Not to mention, you had me all shoot you. You all know it’s more an annoyance than anything.”

“It got stuck in my bra and burned my nipple,” Xiuying complained with a pout. “Though Ash came and took care of me. It was also a really sweet lead-in to the bedroom!”

All the cultivators nodded their head at that, despite Ash wanting to shake his head.

Everything that concerned Xiuying was always weird, yet always worked out in her favor.

Even then, she was still a cultivator with an odd view on life.

Ash picked up a donut and headed to the entry of the hotel.

It really had been completely booked, top to bottom, for Ash.

Each and every employee had also left after that.

The building was in the control of Ash and his people, and there wasn’t any oversight at all.

More than a few of the rooms had been taken by Brides or Knights the night before, who wanted to experience this world or look around a bit.

To the point that there were a great many watch parties.

Reaching the entrance, Ash took a bite out of the donut and then sent it to the Hall. He saw no reason to not do what everyone else was doing after all.

Hui came to a stop next to him and Siu simply appeared on his left, dressed in a very similar and appealing outfit to the one she’d sported before.

Ash did his best to ignore what she was wearing. He needed his faculties intact at the moment.

Changing his mind, he decided to pause, glance at her, and smother her in a truckload of sexualized, needy, and loving thoughts. All for her, at her, and with her.

Then promptly turned them off and put his attention back to agent Crow as they came in through the front door.

Siu chuckled, unhitched her fan, and began to lightly fan at herself with it.

“Good morning, Agent Crow,” Ash said as the man came to a stop in front of him.

“Good morning, Mr. Sheng,” said the man with a grim smile. He looked somewhat pale but as unbothered as ever for the most part.

“Long night?” Ash asked, retrieved the weakest energy pill he had in the Hall, and then held it out to the man. “This’ll help. You look pale.”

Agent Crow eyed Ash’s hand without emotion or a response.

“I’d be insulted if you didn’t take it immediately,” said Ash with a smile. “Consider this your first test of trust on my part, given how many listening devices, cameras, and other things we found in the building.

“Not to mention, you’ll be a firsthand account of the effect of even my weakest of medicines.

“Did you want the listening devices and cameras back, by the way? There were quite a few. Oh, we’re also done with the guns. We had fun shooting each other. It made for good reaction practice.”

Which it had, Ash just hadn’t participated.

“That would be appreciated,” Agent Crow stated, taking the pill from Ash’s hand. He clearly had come to a conclusion on all of that at the same time.

Ash once more noted he was wearing an earpiece.

With a twist of his hand, Ash brought forth everything they’d collected from the agency. Guns, equipment, or otherwise.

It made a decent pile on the ground next to agent Crow.

Before Ash could offer the man water, he popped the pill into his mouth and swallowed.

“That’ll only take about five minutes or so before you feel it,” stated Ash with a smile, then he looked to the women behind him. “Siu, please pick out the ones who fit?”

“Immediately,” said the beauty with a click of her fan shutting. “It won’t even be that hard. It’ll—”

There was a sudden noise that reminded Ash of a cell phone ringing.

Followed by four or five more.

“Ah?” Ash asked, curious. “Please, answer it. For it to ring for so many people, it would seem something has occurred.”

Agent Crow had a flicker of emotion flash across his face before he pulled his phone out and looked at it. At the same time, a number of the women behind him did the same thing.

“There’s a tornado touching down not too far from here. Apparently we’re in an area where this can occur at certain times,” reported Locke.

Could Chu take it apart and eat it? Any other Brides with a Dao that would be useful to break it down and use it?

“Yes, two of them. Three, actually. One is even in Ren’s realm. We could summon them here and let them handle it along with Chu,” answered Locke.

Ash simply took two steps forward, looked down to the phone, then back up to agent Crow.

“My people can handle a tornado. Would you like that?” Ash offered. “Siu, sort the women. We’ll bring those who fit with us.

“Would you prefer if we drove to the location, Agent, or did you want us to display that we can fly to a degree.”

Ash had no doubt that Chunhua could levitate an entire platform Ash constructed out of Qi as long as he continuously fed her more Qi to do it.

“Driving, please,” Agent Crow said, his mouth a flat line and the muscles in his face tense. It seemed to Ash, someone had ordered it.

“Well, away we go then,” Ash said, summoned his donut, took a bite, and sent it away again.

All while Siu quickly moved women into two groups with only a glance.

***

Unsurprisingly, the tornado only took a few minutes for Chunhua and the other Bride to tear apart. The energy behind it dissipating quite quickly as it was rent asunder, and feeding the other Bride.

Or so Locke told him.

Ash had spent the time fiddling with a handheld console and enjoying himself a great deal.

When they started back, Ash found that the vehicle Agent Crow was driving wasn’t going to the Hotel.

He, Hui, Xiuying, and the agent were in this car.

Locke, Chunhua, Siu, and the other Bride, were riding with the would-be liaison agents in a large bus of all things.

“And where are we going?” Ash asked. “This isn’t the same cross street you used to take us out from the Hotel.”

“Testing,” Agent Crow said in a somewhat tense voice. “You said you had the ability to heal people, right?”

“Indeed,” agreed Ash.

“I need a demonstration.”

Ash had noted the fact that the Agent had turned his phone off earlier and stuck it into a strange rectangle next to the cup holder. Ash had assumed at the time it was a charging port.

“I see. Is this approved by your government?” asked Ash.

Agent Crow snorted at that, then shook his head.

His professional and calm demeanor was crumbling before Ash’s very eyes.

“They wanted me to somehow bring you into a fortified location and interrogate you,” he confessed. “I’ve been doing my best to somehow keep you from killing everyone and keep my bosses from getting us all killed, but it seems like they don’t care.”

“Ahhh, yes. That’s fair. I wouldn’t exactly be friendly to a dignitary with an unidentified power running amuck in my own lands,” Ash murmured. “Like having an ambassador show up with a briefcase that holds a nuclear device. You have no idea of the yield.”

“You… you even… you know about nuclear weapons?” asked Agent Crow, glancing at him in the rear-view mirror.

“I did say I came from a similar veil. Or world,” Ash answered, still fiddling with the console. “It’s fine. We’ll go speak with your leaders in person. I don’t mind going into their fortification either.

“What was the test you were going to do? Sick family member? Just give them this.”

Ash pulled out an extremely low-grade pill that would often assist a Cultivator with healing serious injuries. In the past, when he had given it to citizens, it’d done wonders for them.

He dropped it in the cup holder and went back to his console.

“Just take me to the fortification, it’ll be easier dealing with this now rather than later,” he ordered. “It’s fine, Agent Crow. I’m really unbothered. It’s like fussing over if the ladybugs will kill me.”

“Does… does the nearly naked woman use other weapons?” Xiuying asked, pointing at the sexily dressed game avatar as she strutted about the console screen.

“I can, but I like this one. Want to try it?” Ash asked, and handed the console over to her. He imagined she’d either love it or hate it, depending on how her luck went.

“I… you’re sure?” Agent Crow asked as they pulled into an intersection.

“About the pill? Yes. Give that to whoever it is you wanted to test it on. Did you only need one?” asked Ash, to which the Agent nodded his head. “I’m also positive about going to where they wanted you to take me. It’s fine. I’ll just advise the others to continue to the Hotel and start talking to those agents you gave us.”

“Why did you put married women in the line-up?” demanded Hui.

“We didn’t?” replied the agent.

“They had male semen in them, and had all the hallmarks of a taken woman,” Hui stated.

“They’re citizens, Hui. Not Cultivators,” Ash explained as Agent Crow clearly processed the statement. “Casual relationships are far more easy come easy go for them.”

Hui harrumphed and shook her head.

“It will be hard to recruit Brides here,” Hui stated in Kingdom. “Far too easy with themselves. The Hotel will be a good starting point for the sect embassy here, but the recruits will be more pitiful than even those in Wahst.”

“It does seem that way,” agreed Xiuying with a sigh as her character died. “Oh… I failed. Now what?”

“You try again,” Ash said with a grin, locking eyes with Xiuying.

“Mm! I can do that. I’m good at getting back up,” she said, and tapped the button to start over.

The car ride was nearly silent after that.

Agent Crow turned his phone back on and reported something that was clearly a coded message that they were coming.

“When should we begin recruiting? Siu already has thirty or so Brides out exploring the city and making maps, getting intel, and generally wandering about,” Hui murmured, still in Kingdom. “Tan has paired them all with Knights, and by and large, they’re being ignored as just a couple moving about the city.”

True, they can just go back to the Castle, Courtyard, or Manse, easily enough.

Then Locke can send them on their way otherwise.

Can’t you, dear?

Did you figure out how to get people to exit the Manse and the Castle back in Ren’s realm?

“Yes! It took some doing, but it works. We just have them go to the Courtyard and walk out of bounds. They literally appear in the room that the Manse, Castle, and Courtyard are.

“We’ve identified more than a few avenues to approach from and recruit Brides and Knights.”

Want to tell me about it, or surprise me later?

“Surprise you later! So you reward me? Teehee? I love rewards?”

Yes, I know. You’re a lovely and talented wife, my dear Locke.

Thank you for giving me time with Xiu as well. She’s clearly quite happy today.

“Mm! I’m here to keep the inner circle happy. Keep it moving well together. Also, we’re testing something. Jia, Mei, and Na are going to be moved into the Hotel. Don’t… don’t give them Qi. Let them be drained.

“Rou is testing some things, and she thinks she has an idea. Please don’t panic when they start draining, okay? Don’t panic. It’s okay.”

Okay. I won’t… panic.

“You get a bit overly defensive when any Bride drains even a fragment of Qi. Any fragment! You cram them full to bursting. They’re all gaining bad habits of going all out in fights because they know Lord Sheng isn’t just watching over them, he’s practically monitoring them real time.

“You-you-you-you gave a Bride who used a spec of Qi just to summon a light-source in the middle of the night, enough Qi that all she could do with it was go into the Manse and expel it till you stopped.”

I thought… I thought she was under attack and was out on a mission.

“Yes… she gathered that from the extremely over protective feelings you had been throwing her way. She’s also somewhere at the bottom of the pillar with Sisui and I. Please stop going overboard.”

I’ll do my best. I just-I dunno. I don’t want to lose any.

If I could do the same for the Knights, I would.

“They’ve felt it, you know. They feel you prowl around their statues. Trying to find a way to incorporate them. Tan described it as having your back to a roaring inferno that’s engulfing a forest and is trying to reach out to you.

“They don’t know what to make of it other than that you’re there and trying to watch over them. The newest Knights are warned of it now and that they can often expect to feel it at night.”

I get it. Okay.

I’m sorry.

Or not sorry.

I’ll work on it.

“Thank you. That’s all I ask. Now, pay attention, I think you’re heading into this ‘fortification’ now. I’m with you in the Hall by the way. It’s not like the Brides need me. They have their Manse and wedding rings.”

They enjoying being here by the way?

“Somewhat. They hate not being allowed to wear their uniform. Despise it.”

Blinking, Ash was surprised by that.

Agent Crow drove the vehicle into what looked a lot like a completely closed-in parking building. One that had several guards on the outside of it and left no way to ignore that they were clearly armed.

“Oh, do you think we’ll find new guns here?” Hui said with some excitement in Kingdom. “If we find them, can we borrow them, test them, and return them?”

“I’m sure they’re already being taken, if I don’t miss my guess,” Ash replied dryly. He had no doubt that Locke was ransacking everything around them. Likely going through any paper documentation, reports, screens left open, and equipment.

All of it likely vanishing quickly into the Hall or the Manse.

Most of it being recorded, utilized, broken apart, repaired, and then put back.

Realistically, Locke was a monster of information and security if she was allowed to get close enough to something. Able to take and do whatever she wanted within a large range around Ash without anyone really being the wiser.

Ha… I wonder if I should just go to where-ever the most secure intelligence building in the world is and let her tear it apart.

“In fact… Tala and Moira are probably already shooting each other,” Ash finished with a laugh.

“They are. Moira likes the ones I just took from the arsenal several floors below you. They fire rounds very quickly! I think it’s an SMG from your memory.

“I wouldn’t mind raiding an intelligence agency either. It could be a lot of fun to see how much I could do!

“Also, there’s no formations, trinkets, traps, or Qi deviations that could impact your ability to leave the location and go into the Hall.

“Moreover, given that the floors are so close together, and with just a single layer between them, we can easily just hop you floor to floor upward and then out. If you didn’t want to walk out.”

Goodie.

This’ll be a fun warm up, I guess.

“Agent Crow, I’d love to know who I need to go talk to after I break out of here. Or maybe, what countries would be open to me visiting,” Ash began with a chuckle. “If you don’t mind, could you perhaps advise me of those sorts of things? I’m sure you can already see where a lot of this is going, and I think we can both see that this is likely going to come down to my party and I leaving the country.”

“Of… course, Mr. Sheng,” whispered Agent Crow. “I wouldn’t mind doing that at all for you.”


Five

Agent Crow had remained in the parking garage as Ash was escorted into a very large elevator. It was easily four times the size he was used to, and the doors were wide enough to match it.

There were no buttons on the inside either. It was a slick panel without any indication that there was a way to control the elevator at all.

“It’s a freight elevator,” murmured Ash as he looked at the ground. There were a number of scratches on the floor that would indicate heavy items were dragged or rolled across it often.

“I think this’ll be interesting,” Xiuying said, her fingers clicking away at the console in her hands. “Though I probably should swap with someone else. Like Siu.”

“If that’s what you feel is best, dear Xiu, my wife,” Ash said, put an arm around her shoulder, and drew her close.

She immediately let the console fall to her side and held it with one hand, her other arm curling around him as she pressed herself into him. She nuzzled him for several seconds.

“Yes, I’ll trade with Siu,” she said, then sighed. “I’ll go play this some more. It’s fun! You don’t mind, do you?”

“Not at all. Enjoy yourself, Xiu,” Ash said and kissed the top of her head.

She was gone in a flash, replaced with Siu. Standing just about in the exact same spot, in fact.

Siu kissed Ash on the lips, tapped him with her fan, and stepped away from him. Her fan unfolding and lightly fanning it in front of her face.

“You know, I find this rather fun. Interesting, even,” Siu said in Kingdom, turning to look up into the corner of the elevator. “I can imagine you growing up in such a world like this. Living your life.

“Being somewhat normal and every day, never realizing just how much potential you’d have the moment you were given a chance.

“Now you’re Lord Sheng. Master of the Brides and Knights of Sheng, and two realms. The Emperor will need to be wary of you and very soon.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that as the elevator continued to move downward.

“I’m having fun, too. This is like a lovely resource run! Intelligence gathering and resources. Lots and lots. I’m just, scouring all the trash, taking anything that someone doesn’t want.

“So many resources, and all it takes is just a teensy-weensy bit of effort on my part to fix a thing.

“I can’t wait for trash day. That’ll be a great one!”

Is it really that easy for you?

“Oh yes! Very much so. Infinitely so. I just ask a Bride for a quick hand, use an ability on my own, or just some Qi.”

Ash nodded his head at that as the elevator dinged.

“It’s as easy at that. Voilà, we have a new resource,” Locke admitted with a giggle. “Also, I know this is annoying to be here, but I’m learning a great deal from them. There’s a lot of people, talking, paper records, active monitors, I’m going through all of it I can. I wish we had time to scrub through their recordings, but I’m afraid we just don’t have that kind of time.”

The doors slid open, and Ash found himself staring at a large number of armed and armored soldiers. They were wearing a lot of gear and had a very close resemblance to what he would swear came from his own world.

It’s fine. I don’t mind being here. I suddenly get the impression that I’m going to be forced to open an embassy somewhere on this world. Better I figure it out now so we can plunk it down.

“Yes. I admit it. Everyone is very infatuated with this world so far. All of it.”

“Step out of the elevator,” said a commanding voice.

Hui, Ash, and Siu, did just that. There was no reason not to.

“You will obey all my commands and do what we ask you to,” called the same voice. It was one of the soldiers in the crowd.

“I mean, up to a point, certainly,” Ash allowed with a laugh. “I’m not going to do anything I don’t want to. I’m mostly here for convenience, since it seems easier than… forcing anything.”

“You will follow my orders. First you will go down the hall and each of you will go into a separate room,” continued the voice.

“No,” Hui stated.

“No,” declared Siu at the exact same time.

One of the soldiers stepped forward with what looked a lot like a taser to Ash.

“You will comply,” called the voice from earlier.

“No,” repeated Hui, moving toward the soldier with a taser. “Is that a gun? I haven’t seen this one yet. Does it shoot a similar round?”

As she approached, the soldier fired.

Hui snatched the two probes as they hurtled toward her and then held them up in her hand.

“They’re very small. They weren’t traveling very fast either,” she muttered and looked at the two prongs that had wires trailing off behind them. “What do they-oh. Oh! They have a little bit of lightning Qi in them. How curious. Is that all it does though?”

“It would probably knock a citizen flat, Hui,” Ash explained.

“Ahhh, a citizen’s weapon, yes. Though these look different,” Hui stated and gestured at the rifles. Even as the man with the taser continued to pull the trigger of it.

It did nothing at all to Hui.

“I would’ve called them rifles, but I’m not sure they are. Larger round size,” Ash offered.

“Ooh! I want one,” gushed Hui and moved forward.

She moved at Cultivator speed and plucked one out of the hands of a soldier and had already moved away before they even knew she had done it.

Upon realizing she’d just disarmed one, someone shot at her.

A single shot.

As if whoever had fired had been in shock but everyone else had better trigger discipline.

The round struck her even as she held the rifle out to Ash.

“Ow, that stung!” hissed Hui, looking down at her lower back. She reached up and pressed her fingers at a point on her body. “It felt like when Tala kicks me when we’re doing light sparing. These are much more powerful.”

Ash sighed and looked at the soldiers.

“Well, you’re welcome to try and continue this… farce… or we can move it along,” Ash said with a shrug. “They don’t want to separate from me, and honestly, you couldn’t force it anyways. What now?”

Several soldiers rushed forward, their weapons hanging at their sides.

They all put hands on Ash, and he could feel their muscles flexing as they wrestled him to the ground.

Despite how strong he was, his weight was still determined by physics. He could be thrown easily.

As he slammed into the ground, he saw a surprised look on Siu and Hui’s face. The two beautiful women looked so shocked it caused Ash to laugh.

Even as they put his arms behind his back and started to handcuff him, Ash laughed. He had barely felt them when they struck him in the side.

Or even the ground when he was slammed into it.

Not one bit of it had registered as pain at all, but more as someone pushing at him.

“I pulled Siu and Hui into the Hall before they started killing everyone.”

Ah, thank you.

While I don’t think this is going to go very well, it’s better to not have to bury a whole bunch of people or have to deal with corpses.

Those are a lot harder to smooth rough edges out of than just words and someone tickling me.

Because this feels a lot like being tickled.

Ash was tied up, bound, handcuffed, and a bag was stuck over his head even as he had those thoughts.

Unable to help himself, Ash just laughed at it all. Laughed as they did their best to bend him with pain compliance and bind him.

In the end, he just put his focus elsewhere as they did what they would. He was willing to see where it went and what they wanted to do.

As they carried him off, he focused elsewhere instead.

Putting his attention to his cultivation, he found it once again so strange that there was no Qi here. Not a single scrap, slip, or hint of it, in fact.

He looked further inward.

His middle Dantian had settled now. The two silver pillars were in line with his golden one.

There were almost no statues at all here, and the numbers of Knight statues at the perimeter had increased again.

Unfortunately, there still wasn’t much to do here.

Nor was he truly actively cultivating Qi.

At this moment in time, he was acting more like a giant filter for all his Brides.

They sent him impure Qi endlessly.

Which he filtered, purified, and put back into himself or the Hall.

All the while, pushing purified Qi back to the Brides through the Chains they all held.

Or the Bonds of Sheng, he supposed. The name was spreading further and faster than he expected. Even the Knights liked the name.

Ash was suddenly ripped out of his idle contemplation as someone pulled the bag off his head.

He found himself in a room with a mirrored wall, a table, a chair, and nothing else. The person who had pulled the bag off was already leaving through the door.

“Oh, well, here we are then,” Ash murmured dryly. “Were you going to free my hands now? It’d be nice. My nose kind of itches.”

“We’re going to ask you questions,” said a voice over the intercom, completely ignoring him.

“Oh? Alright. Are we talking like, twenty questions? If so, I’m down. I play it with my wife often and we’ve gotten pretty nasty about it. Anyways… do you want to start? Should I?” Ash asked. At the same time, he twisted his wrists and casually broke the handcuffs. Moving his hands in front of him, he looked at them curiously.

With a sniff, he reached to his left wrist with his right hand and casually bent the cuffs off himself. Shattering the restraints in a spray of metal.

Ash then flicked the broken remains onto the table.

Looking down at his feet, he looked at the handcuffs there.

They were different than the handcuffs that’d been on his wrists, but similar.

Reaching down, he pulled at the chain between the two, snapping it without much issue or effort at all. Laying his fingers to the shackles themselves.

Breaking each off, he set them down on the table, then pushed the pile of broken things to the side. Once done, he brushed his hands off against one another then summoned a donut, a soda, and a bag of chips.

Popping open the bag, he started in on them immediately. Grabbing several and stuffing them into his mouth.

“Well? Do I start or do you? You never answered me,” Ash prompted as he chewed. He realized that he would actually have to push them along it seemed. “You’re already wasting my time and I’m trying to be a gracious guest. So far it feels like you’ve been nothing but hostile despite me doing nothing problematic at all.

“Even broke a tornado in half just for funsies but whatever. Come on then. You’ve got till I finish my snack here before I get bored.”

“What’re you here for?” asked the voice.

“Tourism. Told you. On my way to point B. Ended up figuring out I need to go to A2 before I can go to B,” Ash explained. “Next.”

“Where is it you’re going?”

“Home.”

“Where is home?”

“Dunno. Somewhere that way. My home isn’t on your plane. I’m really just looking for an exit from this plane to my own,” Ash said and pointed at where the chains were leading. “Kinda seems like it has to be on the other side of the planet, given how it just about seems to be straight down.

“That or the center of the earth. That’d be fucked though. Urgh. I hate caves.”

Ash popped the tab on the soda and took a drink.

It reminded him of a soda from his own world.

“Explain your powers,” demanded the voice. “You’ve demonstrated more than a few that break the rules of the world.”

“No. No thank you. Unless you want to explain your country’s secrets,” Ash answered with a chuckle. “Why would I tell you my secrets if you don’t tell me yours? That just makes no sense at all.

“What I can say is that even if I did explain how my powers work, you wouldn’t be able to do anything with it. In fact, it wouldn’t even make sense to you.

“It’d be like trying to explain how nuclear warheads work to someone from the twelfth century.

“Well, if you had a twelfth century here.

“Maybe you skipped right through your own dark age. That’d be interesting to look into, actually. How many continents are here?”

“It would be best for everyone if you explained your powers,” tried the voice.

“No,” Ash said, smiled, and popped a chip in his mouth. “Next question?”

“Just exactly where is the exit? Do you have more information? If you provided more, we could probably help you out more,” stated the voice.

It sounded the same as the previous one, but Ash felt for sure that this was a different person entirely.

“I really don’t know anything more than what I said. It’s really just a general direction at this point and I gave you it.

“Sorry. It’s fine though. Once I figure out where it is, or just get closer, I can provide more information and get help at that point. As I said, I’m just passing through,” Ash said with a smile, working his way through the potato chip bag.

“Mr. Sheng, involving another nation may complicate your journey unnecessarily,” continued the voice. There was no room for questions in it. “We’re not inclined to relinquish our involvement so easily.

“You’re here, under our jurisdiction, and we’d prefer to resolve this matter directly. If you refuse to work with us, we’ll have to consider alternative measures to ensure the safety of our people.”

I never said I was going to ask for help from another nation.

Though I suppose if the exit is on the other side of the world, it makes sense that I would need to involve another nation entirely.

Are they really trying to keep me here against my will though, let alone keep me in their country?

Hm.

Rather possessive for someone we just met.

“I mean, you’re welcome to try. I’ve been polite so far, I’ve even helped, but really you’re just being aggressive, and it seems like you don’t want us here. I mean, I was willing to overlook some of it ‘cause I can understand where you’re coming from,” Ash muttered and took a sip of his soda. “I think maybe it’s time we just moved along in the end though. There’s no reason to stay around here any longer and you’re just too… angsty, for me. Possessive.”

“Mr. Sheng, you misunderstand. This is not a matter of wanting or not wanting you here—it’s about ensuring that your presence is not an issue,” the voice declared. “Any actions you take must be ensured that they do not destabilize our world. If you choose to leave without cooperating, we’ll have no choice but to impose measures to prevent further potential disruptions. Consider your next steps carefully.”

Laughing, Ash followed it up with a sigh.

He got it to a degree.

In fact, he could even empathize with them.

That didn’t mean he’d do what they wanted.

Ash would just have to be very careful in his exit to not really harm anyone.

“Yeah… oh well. I tried. We’ll just get a move on then. You’re clearly unhappy with us being here,” Ash murmured and then just finished off his chip bag. Stuffing his mouth full of the chips.

He left the bag there and stood up.

Picking up the soda, he drained it quickly, gulping it down.

He dismissed the donut back to the Hall.

“Alright. I’ll go get a map and then head to the nearest country and see if they’re more amenable,” Ash said, turned, and walked to the door.

He didn’t so much open it, as push it open.

Right off its hinges.

The heavy steel reinforced door crackled under the immense weight of his strength. The brickwork and rebar whining and breaking apart as he went.

Ash simply began walking, a green arrow appearing in front of him and guiding him out.

Locke didn’t even need to be asked to help.

“Mr. Sheng, your actions are now a direct violation of our protocols. This is not a negotiation. Cease immediately, or we will be forced to respond with measures proportional to your actions,” growled out the speaker.

“You’re right, it was never a negotiation,” confirmed Ash as he continued to walk.

Even as he moved, soldiers began swarming him.

Moving at him with an intent to clearly subdue him as they did previously.

This time, Ash didn’t allow it.

He slapped them.

As gently as he could so he didn’t break their necks, he slapped them.

Knocking each and every soldier out with only a single brush of his palm.

He hoped they weren’t dead, but he wasn’t going to remain here to make sure of that, or find out.

More soldiers appeared, barriers were thrown in the way, and they even began shooting at him.

Ash hardened his body with his Qi, ignored all of it, and kept going. Letting them shoot him if only to demonstrate the futility of it.

Eventually he made it to the elevator, which was flooded with soldiers.

“Mr. Sheng, this is your final warning. We understand your capabilities, but we cannot permit unrestricted movement without accountability. Stand down now and we’ll reconsider our approach,” offered a new speaker.

“That’s just stupid. You’re stupid. You want to throw down, then suddenly pull back when you realize you can’t? You’re idiots. All of you,” Ash said with a shake of his head. He casually pushed his way through the soldiers even as they crowded him.

Slapping those down that tried to grab at him.

Those that shot at him, he just ignored.

Their weapons wouldn’t do much to him.

Reaching the elevator doors, Ash shoved them open.

The elevator car wasn’t there, and it seemed unpowered.

“Oh, fun,” he said, and hopped down into the elevator shaft.

He leapt to one side, planted his foot, and pushed off. Shooting toward the other side of the hoistway.

Ash continued this, wall jumping back and forth, all the way up the elevator shaft.

“Mr. Sheng, you’ve proven your point. We understand the limits of our current measures. However, leaving this facility without our cooperation will have consequences. You’ve made it clear you don’t want a conflict—neither do we. We suggest we talk about a resolution before this becomes a matter for forces beyond either of us,” offered the voice from above and below Ash.

“Even more idiocy. You didn’t want a conflict? You started it! Fools. Foolish. All of you. Don’t you worry your stupid heads. My people and I will be moving straight to the border. Just tell us a direction and we’ll be on our way,” Ash yelled loudly as he jumped.

In the next moment, he ended up reaching the top of the elevator shaft.

He knew this because he ended up jumping right through the bottom of the elevator car and crashing into it. Ending up stumbling into the inner elevator door.

“Oh, I’m here,” he muttered and tore the doors open.

He was met by a massive gun barrel that looked as if it belonged on a tank, but it was attached to a car of some sort.

It fired the moment Ash was visible.

Grasping at his Dao, Ash simply redirected the shell. Letting it pass by him harmlessly rather than striking him.

Not wanting a repeat or anything similar, he set forward at a quick jog. Exiting the elevator, the parking garage, and making it onto the street very quickly.

“Get everyone up and moving Locke. I’m afraid we’re leaving,” Ash said aloud as he continued to follow the green arrow. It was likely sending him back to the Hotel where the Brides were.

“Not a problem! We can be at the nearest border in hours if we move quickly. Something akin to … seven or eight hours? Not even that bad, really. We can just move cross country and break contact with them.”

“Sounds like a plan. Okay. Let’s do that,” Ash confirmed as he ran on.

He lamented the fact that the government had been so quick to try to control them. So heavy handed that they couldn’t even see that Ash and his people were beyond their control.

That wasn’t really his problem though. He would just go to the border and ask to speak with someone there and make similar offers to their own government.

If he was refused at that point, he’d just have to keep moving toward his goal.

Asking any country he came across as he went.

He wasn’t going to let something like someone telling him he wasn’t welcome stop him though. If they told him they didn’t want him there, he would move through their country to get to the other side and beyond.

He was going to do his best to move in a straight line to the exit.

Really sucks that we can’t lounge about for a bit and be tourists. It would’ve been nice.

That and the Brides have really been enjoying themselves here.

Ah well.

If it continues like this, we might need to make our recruiting efforts underground.

Ash jogged on with a small shake of his head.


Six

Ash looked at the map, then looked to the street sign.

“I think we’re on the right road,” he said, then looked to Locke, Siu, Xiuying, and Hui. “Agent Crow had marked this place as a potential spot for us to go.

“Do we think he was being honest with us? Because there hasn’t been anyone coming down this road toward us for a while.”

“That border is most likely secured one way or another,” stated Hui. “That doesn’t mean it’s secured by the other nation or this one. Nor does it mean Agent Crow was wrong, either, if they don’t want us.

“He was operating from a world view that may not be aligned with a world-power world view. After all, we are unlikely to face anything on this world that could actually oppose us.

“That viewpoint is where you would warn me that I’m allowing a blind spot through my own power, however. So while I do believe that we are a world-stopping power, I will not act as if we are a world-stopping power.”

“Yes, that’s-yes. Yes!” Xiuying said excitedly and then clapped her hands together. “I love that. That’s exactly how we should do it. I think that’ll give us the best chance to be safe while being ourselves.”

No sooner had she stopped speaking, than she threw out a massive pout with her lower lip, grabbed Ash’s right arm, and hugged to it tightly.

“I’m sad that we had to leave. I was having a lot of fun,” she complained, hitting Ash with a puppy-dog look so severe that he felt a near physical response to fix whatever the issue was. “Ashley, your Fortune’s Chosen would really be grateful if you could find somewhere else she could have fun?”

“Of course,” he answered immediately, and looked back to the map in Locke’s hands between them all. “I say we move forward, make contact, go from there. If they don’t want anything to do with us… well… I’ll ask Chunhua and the Air based Brides to fly us out of here.

“I’m sure she and Rou have already been experimenting with things after seeing airplanes and helicopters.”

“They are and have been. I also gave them more than a few books on science and the like that I found,” Locke hissed as she stared at the map. “I’m sure they could manage to fly us anywhere you wanted. The problem would immediately become that in the air we are far more susceptible to attacks that wouldn’t damage civilians or their infrastructure.”

Ash clicked his tongue at the very valid point.

So far, the road they’d been on had been lined with buildings large and small. It’d been a concrete and urban jungle the entirety of the way.

If they were in the air, there would be a lot fewer issues with the government launching an attack directly on them.

He could just about see a wing of jets unloading missiles on them with abandon.

There was also no telling how much an explosion they could handle in a direct hit, or that they would even be as similar as the types of weapons he knew from his old life.

Relying on this world being as a mirror to his own was a bit of a blind spot. Now that Hui had raised the previous possibility of one, he couldn’t deny he might have more of them, this being another.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Alright. To the border and go from there.”

Holding his hand out, he quickly threw out a large amount of Qi.

He formed it as a large rectangle with an interior rectangle that dangled down and hung in the center of it. Inside of that he had made chairs for everyone in very standard places.

Ash carved out windows, windshields, and a sunroof in it that would match a vehicle, and then began moving the whole thing forward at a fair rate of speed.

Through trial and error, he had been getting better with keeping some parts of his Qi-Constructs solid and other parts of it malleable. Individual parts of a larger whole that could be separate and distinct.

“This is rather fun compared to running,” Siu purred from the seat next to his own. Idly crossing one leg over the other, she leaned back in the seat, closed her eyes, and went still as they picked up speed.

Xiuying was still pressed up to his other side in a specially built chair for her, and clutching his arm.

Hui was in charge of shields right now while Locke was keeping an eye on everything.

“I think we’ll end up having to fight our way to where-ever we decide on going,” stated Tala, appearing on the floor of the cabin. She was laid out on her side and looked lovely in the rather lithe way she held herself. “We will likely need to find an uninhabited island and build up a fortification there. Then proceed to find the portal. If we can find a nation to work out of, that would be nice. Though I don’t think it likely.”

Sighing, Ash couldn’t deny what she was saying as likely as correct.

This world was really not that different from the Realms. There would be no location at all that they could go to, that wouldn’t want them to bend to another’s whims or designs.

If they did invite Ash and his people in, it was nearly a guarantee that they would want them to do them favors or the like.

“My Cuddly-Bunny Wife self is sad to harm you so,” Tala whispered and reached up to gently rub Ash’s thigh with a hand. He half expected her to slip into her overly sweet self in that moment, but it didn’t happen.

She was apparently feeling overly conscious at the moment.

“Do we just give up on it for now and find somewhere in the middle of the ocean and just build an island for now?” Ash asked aloud.

“I like that idea,” Hui declared. “We could form our own nation for the time being and invite others to visit. Go from there.”

“You only don’t like the idea because you wanted to keep eating junk-food, watching TV, and playing video games. Having our own nation would make all that harder.

“Also… we’re most certainly not going to make it beyond the border. They’ve armed it on both sides. Severely.”

Ash immediately brought the vehicle to a stop.

“Locke just told me the border is heavily armed,” Ash said before anyone could ask him anything. “Seems like that island idea is the best one we’ve got. Which sucks, because it’ll take the most time, too. Time I’d rather spend elsewhere.”

“I think it’s fine. We’re technically far ahead of the schedule we were originally on,” Siu interjected. “Our sentence was hundreds of years. This is nothing in comparison to that.

“Rather than flying off, I suggest we simply go into the Hall and the Manse, by the way. Then at night, we have Locke throw us out further away, then bring us back in.

“Repeatedly.

“Till we’re much closer to the shore. Then we can fly off from there. Perhaps in a week or so, after they’ve given up on their search to a degree.”

Nodding his head, Ash couldn’t argue that point.

It was actually a good idea.

“Also, you owe Ghast dinner. Tonight would work well,” Siu finished as if it were the period to a sentence. “As your Fortress Realm Lord, she has a right to your time. Doubly so when you consider the fact of how much she’s been working with all the magical Beasts and their peoples on your behalf.”

Ash couldn’t deny that he owed Ghast.

Nor did he miss it when she was the first to push Qi at him the moment he utilized his own.

Packing him full with Qi that wished him health, happiness, sexual joy, material possessions, and anything else that seemed that could be offered to him. All of it directed to him from her directly.

Fervently.

“Yes,” he agreed.

Their plan was set, and they had their goal.

He’d start with dinner with Ghast and then move on to experimentation while he waited for their plan to begin.

There were many things he wanted to test with his Knights and how he might be able to connect to them. A lack of time had prevented him from doing any testing.

“Don’t sleep with Ghast yet,” Siu put in quickly. “I’ll drain you before you go, of course to help with that. She’ll probably turn her Dao off as well.

“In case she doesn’t, don’t sleep with her. I know for a fact that Jia and Mei wouldn’t want that quite yet. Soon, but not yet.”

I’m pretty sure they said dinner with Ghast, not stuff Ghast like a turkey.

Then again, Siu is the newest to the group.

“Yes, my darling. No sex with Ghast yet,” Tala put in, squeezing Ash’s knee. “Soon, but not yet.”

“Very soon, in fact,” Hui confirmed. “She’s almost completely solidified the Fortress Realm, and the cities themselves have all been turning into cultivation centers one after another.

“Given how the Brides operate, it’d almost be supremely insulting to not bed her soon. I know we’ve curbed a lot of the benefits to being part of the Brides, but there are many who prefer the older rules still and expect them to be held, despite these no longer being the active rules.”

Never mind.

Cultivators are cultivators.

“To expect a tiger to be anything other than a tiger, is foolish.”

Ash flung them all into the Hall and tried to gear himself up for his incoming dinner.

In the end though, he didn’t have to worry about it.

The dinner date didn’t happen.

Ghast got pulled into a situation between two cultivation families even before he’d finished getting ready.

***

Laughing into her hand, Xiuying leaned toward Ash, pressed her shoulder to his, and looked as if she were about to burst out laughing.

They were currently watching a horror movie in the Hall.

Xiuying, much to Ash’s surprise and her own, simply couldn’t handle watching them for long before having to turn away. Almost always before a jump scare happened and squealing about it.

It was almost too adorable to Ash.

“It’s almost too hard to watch,” Tala murmured from Ash’s other side. “They’re so… stupid.”

The elegant beauty had one long leg over the other, and her head was partially tilted to one side.

“It’s a common enough—”

Xiuying promptly slammed her face into Ash’s shoulder, curled toward him, and pressed her upper half against his own. A millisecond later, a monster fell off where it had been holding to the ceiling and slammed into the floor in front of the main character.

“— trope,” Ash finished with a chuckle and idly curled an arm around Xiuying.

For three weeks, they’d done nothing but build up their momentum.

That was how Ash was describing it mentally at least.

He could feel his Dao slowly becoming more and more fickle as time went on.

Inevitably it would no longer be possible to call it potential energy being built.

It’d be stagnant.

Thankfully, he’d been able to work with Ghast and Liu indirectly, to expand and grow the Sheng Alliance.

From the Brides, to the Brothers, to the Knights, there was growth and expansion.

What’d been surprising to him, was Princess Ju Sheng had taken the lead for the Sheng Alliance. Leveraging it and turning all her efforts to it and how to bring it around to service the Sheng family, then the royal family, and last her brother’s realm.

Beyond that, no one had been able to contact the Emperor.

There had been no prisoner transfers and no word from the middle or upper realms.

Nor had there been anyone traveling to the lower realm, either.

Something was going on.

Given that the Emperor was failing to respond, the Brides that would’ve gone to join the Fortress realm were now staying with Gen to provide strength and assistance.

Just in case someone from the other realms appeared.

“I think it’s time,” Locke said, walking out of the nearby hallway.

Followed by Rou.

The beautiful red-haired, blue-eyed Qi-Healer was dressed in this world’s clothes. Everyone was, anymore. She looked lovely and had a small smirk on her face.

As if realizing she had his full attention, Rou deviated away from the path she was on and walked right up to him. She leaned over the top of Xiuying who was still cowering against him, and kissed Ash.

A brief pat on the cheek and she went over to a recliner not far away.

Tala had paused the movie by this point.

“Oh? I’m glad to hear it. Did you discover anything, dear Sister?” asked the Bunny-Warrior. “Also, how are Jia, Mei, and Na?”

“Well, actually,” Rou confessed as she settled into the recliner. She looked tired, with faint dark circles around her eyes. “Very well. I even managed to get Na to wake up for a brief moment. Or… not up, but she opened her eyes.

“I’m now convinced the plague is some sort of disease that affects the upper Dantian. Infected Qi is absorbed one way or another. Cycled around through each Dantian and meridian, then settles into the upper Dantian.

“A place where no Qi-Healer, or others, should be poking around, really. Yet I felt like it was the right place to look. The Lord of Graves couldn’t look there either, which only made me feel more correct.”

Rou had Ash’s full attention.

From the moment she mentioned that Na had opened her eyes.

Yawning, Rou shifted around in the recliner, her hands folding across her stomach.

“I emptied Na of the Qi in her head and blocked it from refilling,” she continued, her eyes closing. Blink by blink. “I couldn’t do it long as I didn’t want to risk anything, but it worked.

“I can more or less state that this entire issue is because there’s something in her upper Dantian that’s preventing her from cycling Qi back out. She has too much, and it isn’t filtering out.

“Locke gave me more than a few medical books to peruse through, and it seems similar to when the body creates too much or not enough of certain of things. I don’t really understand it, though I think we should hire a few of Doctors by the way, but I feel confident that this is the issue.

“There’s something in their heads that is blocking them from cycling Qi.

“I’m going to let them sit outside of the Hall for a time and have their Qi drain naturally. Then-then go from there.”

Rou sniffed once, shifted around, then went still.

Everyone was staring at the Qi-Healer. Wondering if she would fall asleep right there or if she had more to say.

Chunhua, who had been reading in the corner, made a small motion with her hand. Her fingers twirling at the end of it.

A small bubble appeared around Rou and encircled her. Shimmering brilliantly and settling into place.

“I’ve put a sound shield around her. It’ll also regulate the temperature around her to make sure it’s perfect for her to sleep,” Chunhua said and looked to everyone else. “She hasn’t slept much. Our poor Sister only sleeps whenever she can’t keep her eyes open anymore, and then for only a few hours.”

Xiuying had pulled away from Ash by this point and gotten up. She pulled a seat over to the side of Rou’s and sat herself down in it with a thump.

“I will watch over her,” she declared with a nod of her head and a smile.

Which really settled the issue.

Because whatever Rou needed would be what would happen so long as Xiuying was watching over her.

“Yes, it’s time,” Locke said, standing beside the TV. “The news has shifted away from their “not news”, and is now focusing on actual events. The number of people hovering around the area we had been in has finally fallen off.

“On top of that, the border itself has finally de-armed itself. Though the other nation involved seems quite frustrated. I’m sure there’s a great deal of politics that went into the whole situation and having it end the way it did… probably didn’t help them.”

Locke laughed, shrugged, and twisted herself to one side.

It was a very Xiuying-like gesture, followed by a giggle that fit more to Tala.

“But that’s not our problem! It’s almost what they deserve, as they shouldn’t have been so rude to us,” continued Locke with a shrug. “It’s time though. I’ve also put together a number of suggestions for spots on the map that’d I think would be ideal.”

“After spending countless hours listening to news, reading all that you could, and eavesdropping on everyone. Likely for what would collectively be hundreds of hours,” added Hui with a snort. “You always under-state your efforts, Sister. We know you’re something akin to a deity, as our beloved Husband is.

“If our roles were reversed, wouldn’t you be telling me to be boastful at this point? Be boastful, demand he touch me, reward me, and… and love me?”

Locke’s mouth was hanging open while staring at Hui.

She closed it, blinked, and looked back at Ash.

“I ordered the suggestions in what I think would be best for us as a nation. As that’s what we would be here, and I think it’s the best way to handle ourselves,” Locke continued, not addressing what Hui had said at all. “I also took into account neighboring nations, environmental concerns, weather, and what the nearby trade routes would be.”

“Locke, you’re an amazing woman,” Ash said with a smile. He honestly wasn’t sure where he’d be without her. “I assume you’ve already quite literally put together a Bridal party of all our earth movers. As well as water, I imagine, to peel back the ocean.

“I’ll be standing there at the center supplying Qi and direction while being a figure head, I assume?”

“Exactly so. All of that. We’ll also be broadcasting the process to the Hall and the Manse. I managed to get some broadcasting equipment that’ll let us share it with everyone here,” Locke admitted excitedly. “We’re going to record it, too. That way we can save it for later if anyone ever asks how we made our home here.

“I’ve also ah… well, I’m making recordings of everything. Everything!

“I’ve got some of the Castle, Templar, Wahst, the Lake of the Fallen Bride. If it holds importance to us, I’ve got recordings of it. Lots. I feel it’ll be helpful for people from this realm as well as to help educate future generations.

“That and just in case we lose anyone. Having living memorials will be really nice, I think.”

There was a collective intensity being directed at Locke that was surprising to Ash. He didn’t quite understand it, nor did he really want to ask.

“Should I be creating a Mausoleum for the Knights and a burial garden for the Brides?” Ash asked. “I’ve got a few bases I could work with for either already done. Have we lost Brides though? I feel like I’d know.”

“You’d know, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen in the future,” Siu countered. “That and even with as much Qi as you offer out, all it would take is a sneak attack that surprised them.

“We’ve lost Brides in the past, we’ll lose them in the future.

“As the Bridal Commander, I would ask for that Burial Garden. I can easily speak on the Knight’s behalf and state that you should make the Mausoleum for them.”

“Alright,” Ash said, then looked back to Locke. “Let’s go build a home. I assume we’ll be busy for a time. To the point that we’ll only have a break when we formally invite everyone out to visit us.”

“Indeed. It’s a shame we won’t be able to leave to go find where the portal is, but I don’t think it would do us any good. It’d likely antagonize our soon to be neighbors.”

Ash nodded his head.

“Okay. Let’s… break water?” Ash asked with a soft chuckle and an odd thought.

He needed and wanted to be there as it happened to understand exactly what was going on.

If we end up calling forth this much earth, will we need to displace an equal amount of water?

What happens to earth shaped by Cultivators over time? Is it taken from somewhere else?

Better question, if we summon earth to build an island, where exactly is it coming from?

“Theoretically, if we’re adding material to the world, we’ll need to subtract an equal volume so that we don’t change the world. If we’re only shifting the location of materials, then it isn’t an issue.

“As to where the earth comes from, I don’t know. I wish I could tell you.

“I can tell you that anything that’s been shaped by a Bride, remains though. It never fades and acts just as if it were a true material.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Ash realized that if villains wanted to end the world, all they really had to do was go to an island, then dump an endless amount of material into the ocean in vast quantities.


Seven

Ash looked down at the ocean below him. He was hovering in the air with Chunhua on his left and another Bride on his right.

The two of them were working in tandem to keep him aloft while holding to him tightly.

Of course, Chunhua was holding onto him in a very overly familiar way, while the Bride he didn’t know was holding to him in a much more respectful way. Which really wasn’t surprising to him.

Any Bride that wasn’t part of his immediate circle, or that he knew, often treated him in a very different way.

“Alright, I think I’m ready,” muttered Ash as he stared downward.

He’d been thinking about this a lot.

About how to do this and to make sure he didn’t shift or change the world here. To bring a catastrophe to it by something as stupid as building a new island.

Just imagine that.

Being new to this world and ended up sinking an entire coastline because I wanted to make my own island.

Seriously, super villains don’t even understand how easy it would be to ruin the world.

Permanently.

Just imagine dumping an endless amount of earth into the trench. It’s not like they could dig it back out.

Do it right and they’d never even know it was happening.

Ash reached out with his Dao that felt a lot like an over-wound spring at the moment.

It’d built up momentum for so long that it was eager to be unleashed. To be let loose and change the very fabric of the world to fit his needs.

Without a care for what it’d do to anything or anyone else.

Which was precisely why Ash was treating it more like a hydraulic spring for a car. Keeping it tightly compressed and not giving it a chance to spring free and obliterate everything around it.

Holding tight to it, he let it spiral outward slowly toward the ocean. Through the water and into its deep and dark depths.

Slicing ever deeper, it corkscrewed around as it went.

Upon reaching the sea floor, Ash solidified the Dao with his Qi. All of it had originated from his palm. Which meant, to everyone else, it looked as if he were only now doing something, and it was with his Qi.

In seconds the Qi had joined his Dao at the bottom.

Even as he utilized his Qi, he felt a great many Brides all cultivating and pushing their overflowing Qi at him. Clearly Locke, Liu, and Ghast had planned for this occasion.

Ash noted there were a number of new Brides that were sworn to him that lacked the Bonds of Sheng, which he corrected with a casual thought. Bringing them straight away into his Dao.

Expanding the pillar, he grew it out slowly. Letting his Dao dictate the pace and flow of it and how fast or slow it should be.

Gradually, it became a column of Qi that was nine feet in diameter.

Pure Qi without a speck of anything other than Qi itself.

“Bring us in,” Ash said, not releasing his grip on the thin strand that led from his palm to the column.

While it was embedded quite deeply into the ocean floor beneath them, the currents throughout it were causing a great deal of stress on the Qi. In opposite ways, at different depths no less.

With more than enough force to snap the Qi column in multiple places.

Chunhua and the other Bride glided them in smoothly to the top of the column and put Ash there. Setting him down on his feet.

No sooner had his feet made contact with the pillar than he felt a colossal shift in his Dao.

That it was no longer bound up as tightly as it had been, and then the flow resumed. Momentum was now being gained once more.

“I’ll begin laying out the formations we agreed upon,” Ash murmured as he closed his eyes. “Please bring everyone forth to have them begin working.

“Locke, I’m sure we’ll need to displace a great deal of water, so we don’t ruin the world. Send it to the Ocean plane. We made it, we might as well use it. If we don’t end up needing it, or we take too much, we can always return it.”

There was a communal chorus of agreements around him.

Ash tuned it all out.

He had his own job to do at the moment.

This island would be another Sheng fortress.

Built from the ground up, with formations and Carvings laid into the land itself.

As if he were carving into the bones of a Cultivator, then the flesh above, he would shape this land to be part of the Sheng Alliance.

Ignoring everything, he focused entirely on his task, on pushing out a massive formation that would be the extreme edge of the island they were forming and crisscrossed throughout in patterns.

Patterns that would identify those who went against the momentum.

Provide benefits to those who aided it and worked to keep all Qi and Essence inside, inside. That it would allow none of it to escape elsewhere and would draw it back into itself.

Since, if this world had no Qi to begin with, adding any at all would bring a change to it.

No different than the ocean, in fact.

Losing himself in the work, Ash ended up paying almost more attention to his middle Dantian. He had practiced what he’d need to do a few times at a smaller level, and working it at this larger level was easier, if anything.

Any mistake he made he could correct later, but he didn’t think there would be.

As he gazed at the golden rotating column in the center of his Dantian, Ash once again noted that it was made of the Brides.

Bricks were interspersed between them where they couldn’t fit.

He idly wondered why the Brothers of Sheng weren’t here. Or those in the Sheng Alliance who were Cultivators who likely had sworn, but were part of neither the Brides nor Brothers.

There was a popping noise, followed by a number of statues flashing into existence in his middle Dantian.

One and all they were crowded around the column and pressed in tight to it.

Pressing hands, bodies, or heads to it. As if they were going to physically push it further into the sky with brute force and willpower.

Those further out were pressing themselves to those who were closer.

Ash had a momentary flicker of awareness that his lower Dantian had a great many more people in it in a similar position. Except they were also standing atop one another. Feet to shoulders and all of them pushing toward the column at the center.

All he could see here in the middle Dantian was the top of the base.

His Dao let out a soft boom, followed by a shift in the middle Dantian. The entirety of it shifting to change again, modifying it starting by its surroundings.

The Hall now existed here in the middle Dantian, or at least, a representation of it.

Looming above was a strangely giant ghostly apparition.

That was him.

Watching over the Hall and all those who held up the golden Dao pillar.

The two silver pillars began to expand again. Bricks filling them in quickly and with perfect accuracy. Expanding until they were nearly half the size of the golden one.

Through all that, Ash heard a whisper.

A strange fluttering thing that he only barely caught at times.

“Lord Sheng” was what was being said.

It tickled his senses in a way that felt odd but appropriate.

In a way that also made him feel stronger with each repetition of the word.

Ash had lost all track of the work he was doing, but he had the impression that he was still proceeding with it. That his body was continuing onward despite him now being spiritually separated from it.

“I hear you,” he said in response to the whisper. He wasn’t sure who was saying it, but he felt he needed to address them.

A frantic burst of energy ripped through the Dantian.

“I am here,” Ash tried instead, wondering just what was going on.

The golden pillar at the center began to shine in a way that was as if it were lit from the inside. No longer golden, it was more white in color.

As if in response to the change in hue, the two silver pillars suddenly shifted into a golden color.

“Lord Sheng,” came the voices again. They were no longer whispering though.

They were shouting.

“Lord Sheng!”

Calling out to him as if in fear but also in excitement.

“Yes, I’m here. Ash is fine though, Ashley to family,” he mumbled, feeling a bit out of sorts. He focused on the voices and where they were.

Only to realize it was the statues that held the column up, the Brides that were part of the column, and even the Knights who stood at the nearest possible edge to the Dao.

Which suddenly angered him.

Angered him and made him frustrated that despite his best efforts, he still hadn’t been able to bring the Knights in.

Recognizing one particular voice, the First Knight, Ash singled Tan out from the chorus.

Grasped him with his senses and his Dao.

There was a brief struggle from the runes and carvings that’d been put upon Tan, before they collapsed outright. Under the sheer weight of their creator and his attention, they resisted no more.

And Tan was brought into the Dao.

The First Knight’s statue was now inside of the middle Dantian at the edge of the Dao. A statue of absolute pure blackness that faced outward, that looked akin to a guard standing sentry.

So dark in its pitch and hue that it almost had no features in a way, due to the lack of light.

It was an opposite to all that was in the Dao and part of the Dao, yet still of it.

Ash could feel First Knight Tan just as he would a Bride.

Not wanting to lose this moment, Ash greedily snatched up all the Knights. Every single one of them.

Then drew them across into his Dao after forcibly collapsing their defenses in an instant.

As if the knights were angry soldiers suddenly finding their commanding officer standing in front of them, they all came across with almost no resistance.

Once they were all inside the Dao, Ash felt better.

Though strangely, he was receiving Qi from them now.

It was all slightly damaged, or in some cases shredded, but he was receiving Qi.

“Ash, focus! I’ve embedded the cores in the land! Everything is prepared!”

Ash jolted upright just as his body started to slump forward at Locke’s words.

Straightening his spine, he put his focus to his work.

Only to realize he had only to activate the formation. He had finished its construction.

Opening his eyes, he saw a vast open green space around him.

Grass fluttering in a strange ocean breeze in almost every direction.

Lifting his left hand, he casually struck his palm against a flat and sharp section of his Qi construct he still held, then flicked his bleeding hand out toward the ground.

No sooner did his blood strike the dirt, than the formation was activated, the cores activated, and the island itself became more akin to an artifact of extreme power.

“The isle of Sheng has been founded,” whispered Siu, standing not far away. She turned to look into what was clearly a camera crew. “We grow. We are momentum. Until we have found our channel, our desired shape, we will carve away all that stands before us.

“Please continue your cultivation for as long as you wish and explore the truths that you were shown through Lord Sheng’s awareness. For as you now know, he hears you.”

The light on the camera that was a bright red began flashing, then turned off.

“Done,” Locke said as a Bride let the camera point to the ground. “Although, my goodness Ash, I didn’t expect you to unlock another deity aspect in that moment.

“The poor Knights. I think they were all knocked flat when you brought them over. I’ve already received more than a few reports from Brides that the Knights don’t affect them anymore as they did previously.”

“It would oppose their momentum,” Ash whispered, the answer coming to him easily. “For a Knight to oppose a Bride, is to oppose themselves. Their own momentum. A Bride could not oppose a Knight either with their Qi. At least not with the intent to harm.

“We’ll… we’ll need to set up-up a training area for them to spar in. One that allows the-the momentum to-to shift. They… they… that—”

Ash blinked several times, then sunk to his knees in the grass.

“I’m so very tired,” he mumbled and looked up to Xiuying who had come out of the camera crew. “I want to sleep.”

“Mm, yes, I’ll put you to bed,” Xiuying said with a wide smile, and put her hands to his face. “And when you wake up, you can go say hi to Na, Mei, and Jia. Our dear Rou made a breakthrough while you were building the formation.

“Or I suppose, when you went all deity on us, that is. Either way, there was a breakthrough.

“All you have to do now is let the Bridal Parties build out the isle and structures.”

Xiuying smiled at him and began to pet him, and Ash realized he wasn’t willing to go to sleep quite yet.

“They’re awake?” he asked.

“Yes,” Xiuying confirmed, smiling.

Ash forcibly stood himself up and put his hands on Xiuying’s shoulders.

The last he’d heard or seen of Rou, she had Xiuying sitting next to her. Much as he had always felt and believed when it came to his Fortune’s Chosen, all he had to do was place his trust in her, that she would always be where she was needed most.

While her Fortune didn’t seem to be helping with their situation in the world, it seemed to be ever working for him and the alliance as a whole.

Ash pushed himself into the Hall, taking Xiuying with him.

“Oh! Ah… hm. Well,” Xiuying murmured, realizing she’d been brought with him. She shrugged her shoulders, smiled at him, then pulled her hands off his face. She carefully pulled his arm around her shoulders, stuck herself firmly against him, and supported him. “Off we go!”

Xiuying quickly began guiding Ash away from the main “living room” he often would take himself to when he visited the Hall.

There was an entire section of it that’d been listed as his personal apartment and bedroom. It was generally off-limits, but it wasn’t guarded or patrolled.

Exiting the main building that he often used, he found there were a large number of Brides moving across the grounds. Talking to one another or going about duties or tasks all their own.

A few vanished, others appeared, clearly coming or going from the Manse.

Xiuying eagerly led the way across a small field to the medical building here in the Hall. It was attached to the massive warehouse that stored more than enough medicinal pills to supply a great many people for a long time.

“I’ve been trying to add a bunch, by the way,” Xiuying chirped out as they walked. “To the warehouse, that is.

“I’m doing well! Just not in the way I wanted.

“I was playing around with a bunch of pots and things, and just kept making messes trying to pour them into other containers.

“When I went to clean up, it’d all formed into a solid sheet on the table. I broke it up into little pieces with Bride Xinah, you’d like her by the way, after some testing!

“I put in lots and lots of pills, so our supplies are doing good! I don’t want you to worry about your Brides, Brothers, and Knights, ‘cause I know you would.

“For the Knights I’m trying to make civilian style medicines. Things that would work for them. It’s going slow, but it’s going. I’m optimistic.”

“You’re an ever bright and sunny ray of sunshine, my dearest Xiu,” Ash said, staring hard at the side of her face.

Which caused her color to go up in an immediate and full faced blush. Then she started gnawing at her lower lip.

“Uhm… can I come over tonight? I know I came over last night, but sex is a lot of fun,” she mumbled. “As a reward? Like-like how you reward, Hui, can I come over as a reward?”

“That’s fine,” Ash confirmed as they entered the medical building.

He found Na, Mei, and Jia all in the beds they had been in.

Each of them was seated now though and watching a TV that’d been put on the wall here.

They all had a somewhat weak, thin, and worn look to them, but they were clearly alive.

Alive, awake, and aware.

Mei’s blue-black hair was bound up behind her head in a bun that’d kept her hair away from her neck and face while she slept.

Her light brown eyes were as light as they came to the point that they practically glowed, and at the moment they were glued to the TV.

A normally overwhelming figure had been muted with a lack of movement and being bed-bound. Which was always an odd contrast to Na, her cousin.

Na looked significantly similar to Mei, though far more slim and athletic.

Her own blue-black hair had been cut short at some point and was at the level of her ears. Her gray eyes had already locked to Ash and were boring holes into him.

Lastly, and surprisingly to Ash, was Jia in the closest bed.

She had already gotten up and out of it, and was stumbling her way toward him.

Her normally thin figure was even more so now and the gown she wore seemed almost large on her. Her midnight black hair had been unbound at some point and hung behind her, while her dark black eyes gazed at him in a way that Ash could only describe as hungry.

When she reached him, she just about collapsed onto him, holding onto him.

Her face came down and pressed into his neck.

It felt like she was going to fall to her knees, and Ash reached down and put his arms around her.

“Ah, there’s our hero,” Rou stated from the far corner of the room. “I just woke them up a few moments ago. Since you were occupied and not forcefully injecting Qi into everyone, it seemed like the right moment to do it.

“There’s still a blockage in their upper Dantian, mind you. I’ve only solved a symptom, not the disease. In this case though, in solving the symptom, I confirmed the disease and know what I need to do.

“Just not the how of doing it. Not yet at least.

“It’s fine.

“I’m a Qi Healer with an extraordinary amount of talent in it, found by the Chosen One, Lord Sheng. The Dao Lord of Momentum.

“Which, when you think about it, means I’m the Qi Healer of Momentum. How could I not be fixing the momentum of a thing, if I can’t even wake up a sleeping patient.”

Rou said it all with a wide grin.

As if her rambling statement made perfect sense and was a perfectly acceptable answer.

Even though it didn’t really answer anything.

He was currently hugging Jia tightly while slowly walking over to the other beds. His plan was to hug them all one by one, put them back to bed, and spend some time with them.

There was no denying that he’d missed them all.

Things had only just started, but the momentum of the Sheng Alliance had been restored to an active state.

Everything was moving again.

Movement, was of course, forward momentum.
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Ash watched the small craft heading toward the island at high speed.

It had a number of people on board, and they were all wearing uniforms.

Over the last three days, several ships had attempted to enter the immediate waters around Sheng island. Each one had approached in a different manner and aboard a different ship, but they were all clearly from the same origin.

Admittedly Ash didn’t know what origin, but he suspected it was the very same nation that they’d arrived in to begin with.

While their country had seemed similar to where Ash had come from originally, their mentality had been very different in the end. Not to mention, it had felt like their government was very much a big brother state.

He was saddened, but it also wasn’t surprising.

“Hmph. Be a dear, Chu, and curb them away while making it obvious. They’re not welcome,” Ash muttered. “So rude… we received so many other communication packages from other nations, yet this one in particular seems to want to exert force over us.”

“Yes. That’s fine though. Their over-eagerness to show force gives us an answer that’s easy to deal with,” Chunhua answered and lifted up her right hand.

A wall of ocean water rose up out of itself and became a hand.

Massive, grasping, and looking quite menacing, the hand had clawed fingers and reached out for the oncoming boat.

Which immediately swerved away from it.

Unfortunately the hand was literally made out of the ocean that the boat was on, allowing it to simply chase after the boat. The fingers idly splayed out in a casual way as the hand came down toward the boat.

“I think that’s enough,” Chunhua murmured, and then lightly pulled her hand back. She made a dismissive shooing motion, which the ocean’s hand replicated perfectly.

Only to collapse back into the water and be nothing more.

In the end it was a perfect demonstration and conveyed what they wanted it to.

“Fuck around, find out,” Ash paraphrased with a smile.

“Oh me, oh my. I seem to be on the receiving end of a lot of the former, have I done too much of the latter?” purred Siu, standing idly at Ash’s side.

He couldn’t deny he had been putting a lot of attention into the woman as of late.

Everyone else was busy in expanding the island other than Siu and Xiuying.

Tasks great and small to turn it into a new Sheng alliance fortress. A place for people to come train, cultivate, and work.

Which is really just making a whole lot of buildings and “prettying things up”, or being on guard. Patrolling for the possibility of people trying to slip onto the island.

I never would’ve thought we needed so many plants, bushes, and trees, but alright.

Though the flower gardens are rather nice.

Especially for acting as a giant filter for the alliance.

Siu sighed and prodded Ash’s side.

“Come now, I made such a fun comment. You’re supposed to at least think of me a little bit. Shouldn’t you be feeding my Dao?” Siu purred, pressing in close to his side.

“Stop it, Sister Siu. He feeds your Dao so much that Sister Ghast is experiencing something she never has before. She envies you,” Xiuying said with a laugh while clapping her hands together rapidly. “Chu! That was so amazing. We should practice with that kind of thing.

“You could do so much with the ocean! We should see if there’s anything interesting from this world’s tech that we could use.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that idea.

He imagined there was indeed likely tech that could be utilized.

“I… well… hmph,” Siu huffed and unfolded a fan, holding to Ash’s left arm with her right. She began to lightly fan her face. “We should prepare. We have a meeting with a number of nations in a row.”

“Yes… we should,” agreed Ash with a checked sigh.

Right now, he really wanted to go check in with Jia, Mei, and Na. The three women were actually doing quite well and were as healthy as could be.

They were just more akin to a citizen at the moment, as they couldn’t hold any Qi at all.

As soon as any Qi entered their system, they would immediately start to suffer the effects of the plague once again.

He had duties to perform.

Duties that on this day consisted mostly of being a figurehead.

Ash met with seven dignitaries and the conversations with each genuinely went along the same routes.

The Sheng were open to trade, more than happy to deal in any possible trade good, but would only accept trade by ocean-going vessels.

Everything above Sheng territory and the area surrounding it would all be no-fly zones and there would be no warnings given. Anything overhead would simply be knocked out of the sky.

Tourism wasn’t allowed at this time, but it was a possibility in the future.

Anyone found on the island that didn’t belong would be classified as an enemy combatant and promptly eliminated.

At this time, people just weren’t welcome.

It was rough, but the truth.

Immediately after being done, Ash threw it all to Locke and her machine-like mind, along with the horde of Brides that he knew often helped her with these kind of thing.

Including Jia, Na, and Mei since they were all awake.

“Do you think they’ll listen, Lord Sheng?” Na asked in a quiet voice as she set down a tray of tea and snacks in front of him. “Your demands were clear. Simple. For them to do anything else in this area would be quite provocative.

“There’s nothing else out here but us, and the only thing to see is us, the Sheng.”

“I’m sure someone will. They won’t believe me or anything I’ve said,” Ash mumbled, staring out at the ocean waves washing up on the beach. There were a number of Brides and Knights out there.

Training or just enjoying themselves.

“They’ll do something, we’ll demonstrate our obvious power, they’ll pretend it didn’t happen, we’ll pretend it didn’t happen, and things will normalize,” said Ash, his eyes gravitating to the sudden appearance of Xiuying.

Dressed in a flattering bathing suit, she ran straight toward the waterline.

And promptly tripped, landing face first in the wet sand just as the water drew away.

Oof… my poor Xiu.

I should go—

Hui, Siu, and Mei, as well as Brides he didn’t know, swarmed Xiuying.

They picked her up, wiped her off, checked her over, then released her back to her own ends. Having her hair fixed, back patted, and more than a few hugs given.

Xiuying, for her part, was all smiles in seconds.

Only to run off right back to the ocean, her arms coming up excitedly as she was smacked by a wave.

“You need not worry over our Fortune’s Chosen. She’s well loved,” Na stated and sat herself down next to him. She picked up the teacup she had poured for herself. “You think it’ll be that simple? With the other nations, that is.”

“I do. I really do. I think it’ll turn out to be somewhat boring, as well,” Ash explained further. He picked up the teacup Na had prepared for him. “Thank you Handmaiden Na. I missed you and your attentive care of me.

“But yes, that simple. There will be a few flare ups, they’ll get pissy when we make sure every person who comes in by ship leaves on that ship. That unless everyone is accounted for, the ship won’t be leaving, nor will it be welcome back.

“I’m sure we’ll find a few people sneaking onto the island at some point in the future and they’ll just… get sent to Ghast. I’m sure she’ll find a place for them somewhere in the fortress.

“Beyond that, it’s more of a non-issue now.

“We’ve got our formations up, we’re well defended and reinforced repeatedly, and even the illusion blocking us from satellite view is up.”

Ash nodded his head to his own words.

He really wasn’t too concerned with the politics of it all.

As long as they remained actually neutral, invited trade, and kept to themselves, that’d be what happened.

His true concern, where the bulk of his interest was, was finding the portal.

This world wouldn’t really be something that interested him until much later on. When they were well established as a neutral entity and would be able to travel more freely.

Until such a time as that, it was a waiting game while trying to find the portal.

That was his main focus.

He had already been combing over the maps Agent Crow had provided them, and though he wasn’t quite sure where the portal would be, he had his guesses. Assumptions based on what he thought the Emperor would do and how he would structure such a thing.

The entry point to this place had been put up in such a way that it wouldn’t be easy to get to the exit immediately.

That made it seem to Ash like it would be expected that anyone who came here would need time to be ‘processed’ or evaluated. Such individuals wouldn’t normally be coming here without being subjected to an inspection of sorts.

At least, originally.

At some point it’d all fallen apart and was no more.

The fact that it had no Qi was certainly a telltale sign to Ash that this place was more than likely a harvesting ground.

Cultivator clans and families came here to collect more people to work for them.

Makes even more sense when you consider how diverse the prison population had been.

That it was full of ‘outlanders’, except they weren’t outlanders at all.

Though it does make me curious why there aren’t more outlanders in our original plane.

Maybe this world doesn’t even lead back home and that’s why there’s so few outlanders there.

In fact… there’s no telling how many worlds are between our home world, home plane, and where we are now.

“Not really, no. I think we’re only a single portal away though. The strength of the bonds is quite similar between those in our original realm, and the Sheng fortress realm”

Ahhh, well that’s good news.

Thanks for sharing, my beautiful wife.

Any concerns with me dumping all this government, political, nation building what-nots to you?

A lot of this is nitpicking over details, deals, and agreements, and I honestly wouldn’t keep up with it well enough.

Ask me to punch someone, solve a situation, or save someone and I’m all set to go.

I’m your Cultivator.

Planning? Bare essentials only.

After all, it’s you and the others who have built the Sheng alliance for me.

“It’s not a problem. I do agree with your thoughts and sentiments about how it will go. I’m not overly concerned. I think it’ll more or less go the direction you told Na.

“Shouldn’t be an issue.

“I’ve already been testing the formations against some of the shells and explosive things I stole from the ships. I’m sure they’ll notice when they go check their arsenal inventory but… that’ll hopefully be a while from now.

“We’re well situated so long as the formation keeps that link to you.”

How’s our Sheng Ocean?

“Fine. Lots of fish. They’re breeding well. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about doing anything with it. I’ve sent a number of water Qi Brides to go collect more fish and things. Add to it. It’s very well stocked and should be good for a long while.

“We also have begun pulling in lots of sunken ships!

“There’s a great many ships that’ve sunk, and a lot of them have some really neat things. Or just valuables.

“We found one this morning in a very deep part of the ocean that was filled with chests of gold coins and the like. I have no idea how old it is, but it was mostly rotten and only the weight of the coins kept it all at the bottom.

“Though… uh… we only found it because Xiuying fell off the Qi-creation we made, and she did it while holding onto a rock she liked. She sunk right to the bottom.”

Figures.

Grinning, Ash looked back out the window.

Xiuying was in the process of being swept out to sea it looked like.

A swarm of Brides were chasing after her.

“Again?” Na asked, leaning over to look out the window as well. “We literally had to pull her back in last night, too. For as much as she loves the ocean, she swims as well as adding feet to a snake.”

“She really does,” Ash agreed, watching the beautiful woman flounder about as the Brides powered through the waves toward her.

***

Staring down at the water rushing by, then out ahead of them, Ash was bored.

As excited as he’d been to get off the island, that excitement had become somewhat sour.

Sticking to deep water, Ash, Chunhua, Hui, Siu, Moira, Tala, Xiuying, and a Bridal Party filled with Brides he didn’t know, were flying through the air. Aboard a strange ship made of a combination of elements and guided by a number of the Brides.

It was impressive.

Truly so.

As well as it being incredibly swift, too.

The look of it had even been made in such a way to resemble a strange fantastical beast with wings. Something that this world more than likely had only considered in their media.

Despite all that… this was dull to Ash.

The endless ocean in every direction was as boring as could be without anything to keep his interest on the horizon.

“—started playing around with a new game. The last one was really fun,” Xiuying exclaimed. “How about you, Miss Cuddly Bunny Wife?”

Tala laughed, looked to Xiuying, then put an arm around the smaller woman.

“I’ve been training with the Knights. My way of sword fighting is against masses of people and to hold an area,” said the pretty Bunny woman. “I haven’t been able to practice as much as I want, but the Knights are more than willing to humor me. They try to attack and approach while I hold an area.

“It’s quite enjoyable, though they’re frustrating. If I rely on any Qi at all, it rapidly devolves into a loss on my part as it escalates. The more I rely on my body and senses the better it goes for me as it gives them nothing to work with.”

“Ashley,” Hui said and looked away from the front of the craft and to him. “There is endless ocean in front of us. There are two continents to either side of us though considerably far away.

“How’s our heading and direction? Any change there?”

“Straight ahead. Straight ahead and down. Though it feels like it’s moving more downward. So we’re either getting closer, or it really is beneath the earth’s surface,” Ash answered, watching Hui.

She had several maps balanced on her knees as well as an electronic device.

“Then straight ahead is where we’ll go. According to the maps its… a large and empty wasteland of ice and snow,” Hui remarked, looking curious and interested. “It would be good to set a base up there if only so we can harvest ice, snow, or train there. We have a number of Brides and Brothers who utilize a similar Qi.”

“Not a problem. I can build out another base type of artifact,” Ash promised. “We’d just have to have a location to defend and utilize. Perhaps we could carve out a section below the ground and dig down to put in a large cave. Away from prying eyes.”

“I like that idea. Is that what maybe the portal, or who built it did I wonder?” asked Moira, the bright-eyed Owl tilting her head to one side. “If it hasn’t been discovered in this realm, and no one knows about Cultivators, it would stand to reason that those who came through the portal to come here, hid.

“Hid away and took everything with them.

“Where else would be safer than a location that’s quite lethal to those who have no powers and where they could hide from the satellites above.”

The word satellite had sounded strange coming from Moira’s mouth, but she had worked it out reasonably well. By and large, everyone in his group was adapting quite well to all the new things.

“That makes almost too much sense, Moira,” Siu stated and then took in a slow, hissing breath. “Too much sense. I feel like your statement has perhaps cracked this wide open for us.

“I wonder if this location we’re heading to has any indigenous peoples. If there are countries with a claim on it. It would be good to know that.”

“We could always ask the numerous planes and boats following us,” remarked Hui in a dry tone. “They yet trail behind us. Giving us distance but clearly wanting to know what we’re doing and where we’re going.”

“I’m working on setting up more normal diplomatic relations. They’re offering a number of ways to communicate with them and I’m sorting through the options. I’m trying to limit their ability to spy on us.

“The best option so far is a satellite connection with a terminal and a computer that would be able to reach it. The company who owns the service has offered to provide it to us free of charge, but desperately wants to meet with you in exchange.

“I’ve already promised it and set up a date to meet them. It would be in their host country which has been… cautious of us, but not too problematic.

“We also caught a stealth drone of theirs that flew overhead.

“They haven’t mentioned it, we haven’t mentioned it, they seem well aware of the fact that we know it was them and are trying to… let it die.”

That’s fine.

We expected something like this.

Rip apart the drone for anything useful and then offer them anything back that we don’t need.

I think that would be a suitable admonishment and allow them to accept the situation, as well as let them know that we don’t need their tech.

“Already working toward that end.”

“—interesting at least,” Xiuying chirped, bouncing in place. “I like snow. Snow is really hard to get hurt on. It just goes ‘foof’ when you land on it. Or it sprays out in every direction.”

“I think this is more like… snow that has never melted and become quite compacted. If not outright becoming ice,” advised Hui.

“Oh… I’m going to smash my nose and knees a lot aren’t I?” whined Xiuying, turning her head to the side. Looking at Tala, she raised her eyebrows. “Will you keep an eye on me, Sister? Other than Ash, you’re the most able to keep me from making a mess of myself more often than not.”

Tala only laughed, ruffled Xiuying’s hair, then looked at Ash.

“My Cuddly Bunny Wife self seems to be overly soft anymore,” she said in her sugary sweet voice. One ear flopped over part of her face in an oddly overly cute way. Her head tilted down, and he got a tilted look from her. “I hope you can see me as both your silky soft bunny-girl and sword wielding defender?”

Siu clicked her tongue, clacked her fan open, and began to fan herself with it.

“It seems I need to work on my softness,” she remarked, her eyes sliding from Tala to Ash. “To be as inviting as a certain Bunny Wife.”

To be fair, Ash was having a hard time not thinking of Tala and the sugary center that she’d developed to sit at the center of her prideful outward self.

A center she only allowed to be seen around those closest to him and himself.

“I think I can see where we’re going. It’s… cliffs of ice. With a lot of ice at the bottom of it. I think beyond those ice cliffs might be… more ice,” Hui murmured, staring out ahead of their craft.

Ash looked away and toward the front.

He could indeed see cliffs of ice out ahead of them.

“Fascinating,” he whispered, eyes picking back and forth across the glittering landscape.
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Ash stared down at the icy plains covered in snow below him.

The strange ground beneath looking quite similar to how the plains and hills rolled around his home town, was odd to Ash. As if it weren’t lacking in soil and vegetation and was just covered in a layer of snow.

“The temperature is quite low,” remarked Chunhua, and tentatively blew out a breath beyond the window of the flying contraption they were in.

A cloud practically formed out of her mouth as she did it and it trailed behind them.

“Oh! That’s really neat!” Xiuying chirped, turned, and stuck her head out one of the windows. She immediately began breathing out loudly.

Sometimes in short breaths, sometimes in long strings. Creating strange puffs and poofs of breath moving along behind them.

Ash followed them as they moved out behind them and saw the slow flying jets in the air. They were still trailing them, though at a significant distance.

“They’re so very curious,” Moira remarked, also looking out the back of the vehicle. “I’ve gotten close to them more than a few times. They’re quite fast. Faster than I would have considered possible for citizens.

“Machines of your technological era are mighty indeed, Ashley.

“It makes me wonder what would happen if you were to provide for such technology for the Knights. How far would they go? How far could they go?”

Ash nodded his head at that, it was something he had considered as well.

Then he looked straight ahead again, then down.

The chains were slowly shifting around as if they were approaching their destination.

“It’s starting to shift again,” Ash warned them. “It’s definitely here, where-ever here is.”

“South pole. You’re at the south pole,” remarked Locke. “I’ve been in contact with most of the nations by the way. They’re very curious, but keeping their distance.

“I made sure they understood we’re just searching for a portal back home. One that only you could open. And that if it happened to fall within a nation’s boundaries, we’d be happy to work with them to get access.

“It’s a bit silly to say it that way I admit, somewhat putting our cards on the table, so to speak. But given the tenseness in their words and how they asked their questions, I think they needed more information.

“By the way, they finally stopped trying to sneak people onto Sheng Island. Most of them attempted to get aboard by disguising themselves as crew, despite the fact that we did headcounts and warned them beforehand.

“In total it was just above a hundred people sent to the Sheng Fortress. Brides appeared, forced a ring on them, took them over, then came back with the ring.

“The ships were broken down and stored in the Hall, of course.”

Good, good.

Go ahead and assign fines or warnings as you see fit.

Peering out one of the windows, Ash then looked back at his boots.

The chains were indeed rapidly shifting.

Until they were just about under him.

“Slow down, it’s nearly under us,” he requested, staring at his boots.

“Yes, Lord Sheng,” reported one of the Brides at the front. They made several motions with their hands, and they slowed considerably. “Please advise me when to stop, Lord Sheng, or to change course if need be. I’m still moving on the line you gave me earlier.”

With a nod of his head, Ash stared at the chains.

Right up until the moment they were just about between his boots.

“This is obviously it,” murmured Xiuying.

“Stop, yes,” agreed Ash, then looked to Xiuying, then out the window when he realized she was staring down at the area below them.

On the field of snow and ice beneath them was what looked like some sort of base. Made out of several hangar-like buildings and a geodesic dome.

“It appears that there’s something interesting here,” he said almost to himself as he stared at the base. “Locke, sweetie. Where am I?”

“Exact point that would be the south-pole. That station below you is likely part of a science station to explore the south-pole. Though it does make me curious as to why the portal would be below it, if not at it.”

“Put us down outside of that base’s immediate vicinity, Bride,” Ash ordered. “We’ll see pretty quickly if the portal is at the location… or below it.

“Given that everyone seems very surprised as to us moving about as we are, and seem unaware of what we are, I’m betting the portal is below. Below and likely long forgotten.

“Buried under the ice as perhaps everyone fled to the other world and left it behind. Assuming that no one would ever be following them.

“Doubly so if they couldn’t even cultivate while they were here. There would be no Qi to draw after all.”

An odd thought struck him.

Is Ghast available?

Our last dinner was more or less canceled since she had to go settle that little tiff between families.

It’s not my fault we didn’t have dinner.

Despite it not being his fault that they hadn’t had dinner in the end, he still felt guilty.

“She’s available, yes. No, she is not mad at you. Though she’s very mad at the two families that stopped her from seeing you. As a Sheng Realm Lord, she has many responsibilities. Having to deal with two bickering families was… not something she should’ve been working on.

“She’s hired out many more people to handle such things in the future to prevent repeat issues. Only things that actually require her attention should reach her now.”

I want to see her at the next available opportunity.

I need her—

Ash’s thought came to a stop as he watched people start to file out of the base.

“I… yes. I’ll make sure to set that up. I have no doubt she’ll want to see you. Also, the base you’re landing in, is part of what’s called… well, just call it the Commonwealth and that’s fine.

“They’re the ones that sent that Drone in. They also tried to slip some agents in by ship. They haven’t responded to much of it at all.

“I can’t quite figure them out, if I’m being honest.

“Anyways. I’ve already notified them that we might be working in the area around their base for the portal.

“Apparently, lots of countries have claims to this winter wasteland, though a number of them don’t respect each other’s claims. Some even state that there is no ownership possible.

“I can’t imagine we’ll get access to their base without greasing palms but… we won’t have an issue setting up our own ‘base’ so to speak.”

Delightful.

Several people in very thick clothes waddled across the hip dip snow toward Ash’s flying device even as it touched down.

“Tala, be a beautiful Bunny Wife and help your husband out?” Ash asked, looking over to the warrior. “Go melt a path for those poor chilly citizens? They’re not going to do very well trying to get to us.

“Chunhua, clear us an area?

“For my Earth Brides, please erect me a fortress? A shield as well, so we don’t have to be spied on or have snow fall on us. While the cold won’t bother us, I’d rather not deal with it.

“Any water or ice Brides should begin preparing to dig into the ice.”

“Yes, Lord Sheng,” came a communal answer.

Tala had stood up and then leaned over toward Ash. She grabbed the roof, angled herself forward, and tilted her head to the side while smiling at Ash.

One of her ears slid to the side and she gave him a perfect look that mixed a sexual nature with a sweetness that somehow only Tala could manage.

“Be sure to reward your Cuddly Bunny Wife? She works hard for you,” she whined, lifting up her free hand to press it to her jaw and then slowly looked away. Only to peek at him from the side. “I’ll go now… my husband asked me for a favor. How can my glorious Cuddly Bunny Wife self, decline.”

Standing up slowly, and ending the lovely view down the top of her outfit, Tala sauntered out of the open door and flames rose up around her. She immediately began clearing a path to the people trundling to Ash and company.

A number of other Brides quickly exited and began working in the area around them.

Ash and the rest all got up and moved to the door.

Xiuying hesitated at the entry before exiting, briefly causing a blockage at the doorway.

Only to promptly trip, land face-first in the snow, and nearly be swallowed up by it.

“Guess I’m digging there first,” Ash muttered and stepped out after Xiuying.

He grabbed her up by the wrists and pulled her out of the snow.

There was a perfect Xiuying imprint in the snow.

“Brides, dig where Xiu fell,” Ash ordered and gestured at the impression. “Probably right in the middle of her little snow angel there. Just wait for the Earth Brides to finish up and for the others to put up our shield.”

Ash guided Xiuying away and into the larger area that was rapidly being cleared away with fire.

It wouldn’t take long he imagined.

Then they’d be digging down quite quickly.

“How’re you out here!? It’s below a hundred and thirty-five degrees right now!” called a voice to the side.

Glancing over, Ash saw that it was the people from the base talking to Tala.

“This? This isn’t so bad. A bit cold, yes,” Tala said with a laugh, then made a casual gesture with her hand. “It’s fine. We mean you no harm.

“We’re here for—”

Ash looked back to his people clearing and building.

He didn’t need to concern himself with what Tala told them. He imagined it would be exactly what Mei, Jia, Na, or Locke had already coached her on.

“Before you ask, Jia, Mei, and Na are all doing quite well. I’ve dumped a mountain load of paperwork and Sheng duties since they’re more or less citizens at the moment. Don’t be concerned.”

Thank you wifey.

Ever the diligent lady.

Ash put his arm around Xiuying and hung onto her the same way he often did Mei and just watched his people work.

***

Chuckling, Ash shook his head as the gigantic Qi-made drill burrowed downward. Pushing ever more ice up to the top, which was quickly stolen up by the Brides and thrown somewhere else.

He wouldn’t be surprised if there was a room somewhere that’d been converted into a training room for those with a frozen type of Qi.

This ice would likely be sent there if only to be trained with, he imagined.

“I didn’t even think about it, but this is probably a lot easier than having the Brides do all the work,” Siu remarked as she just watched the massive drill endlessly spin. “Honestly, I find the machinery of this world more and more fascinating.

“We really do need to determine a way to begin recruiting people from this world. Somehow bring them into the fold and incorporate them. That way we can begin getting a grip on their technology must faster than we would as outsiders.

“I admit I do have a few ideas on how to do it, but it would be clandestine at best, since we wouldn’t have permission.

“That or we ask for embassies and then the opportunity to open martial arts training dojos. Then just use that to filter for new individuals.”

“That idea seems practical,” Moira affirmed, also staring at the drill.

In fact, everyone was.

Everyone was rather fascinated by the giant drill Ash had built in the center of the stone fortification.

“I approve of the idea,” declared Hui. She then pointed at Siu.

Who smiled in return to Hui and then turned to look at Ash.

She’d done it in a way that caused him to look at her even as she held to his Qi construction. He raised his eyebrows curiously, expecting something, but not knowing what it could be.

Siu pushed out her lower lip, put her hands together behind her waist, tilted her chin down, and then pulled her shoulders in.

It was a pose that was more likely to be expressed by Tala as far as he’d seen previously.

Now being done by the lovely Siu in a way that lost all its sweetness but had an edge to it he couldn’t place. A heated warmth that pulled at him to help her.

Because she’d help him later.

“Ashley, would you please assist me with this?” she said in a purr. “I want an embassy so I can keep adding people to my Brides. I’m the Commander of most of it right now with so many of my seniors out on leave.

“Won’t you help your Siu Sheng? Please, Ashley dearest?”

Siu blinked in a long and slow way, one leg bending at the knee and her hip shifting to the side as she did it. Her top half tipped a bit more toward him and her shirt unfolded at the V-neck.

“A… ahem. Of course,” Ash squeaked out even as the drill nearly slid away from him and chewed at the edge of the hole it’d made. He promptly snapped his eyes away from Siu and went back to his work. “It was part of our long-term plan anyways.”

“Liar.”

“I’m sure Locke Sheng already has plans in motion,” he tried instead.

“I… well, I do. She is my partner after all. I try to get ahead of what the Brides need, too.”

“Thank you, my love,” chirped Siu, bounced once in place, then stood up and unfolded her fan. Holding it in front of her face till only her eyes were visible. “Thank you for the thoughts, too.”

Not wanting to be standing up here any longer, Ash began drawing in his Qi, only to realize he couldn’t.

Ghast had been eagerly filling him up with Qi even as he drilled downward.

An eternal torrent of warm happy feelings being sent his way with the Qi.

Casting the entirety of the drill into the Hall, he peered down the massive hole.

“Ah, that looks like fun!” Hui said, and then jumped into the hole.

“Actually, it does,” added Moira, her wings expanding. Then she stepped into the hole. “Everyone else remain up here.”

The golden eyed owl dropped away into the hole directly behind Hui.

It was six feet in diameter, so there was at least room enough for two people.

“Did I do it well?” Siu asked, having turned to Tala.

“My Elegant Cuddly Bunny Wife self would think so,” Tala murmured in agreement. A whisper, in fact. So soft he didn’t think it would carry to most people other than Ash and Siu as they were the closest. “But it’s not an act on my part. I really do… I want to be this way.”

“I know, but I am what I want to be. Which is a tempting tease,” Siu said, her fan still fluttering away beside her face and blocking Ash’s view of her. “Oh, I needed to talk to you about the duty roster.”

Ash turned and looked at Xiuying on the other side of the hole. She was quite far from it and had her back to the stone wall, though it was obvious she wanted to peek in.

Grinning, he walked over to where she stood, offered her his arm, then escorted her to the edge of the hole once she’d accepted. His free hand came over to clamp to the top of her forearm, just to make sure she wouldn’t manage to fall down it.

“Was it obvious?” she asked, glancing at him with a smile.

“Only because I pay attention,” he answered, peering down the deep dark hole.

Xiuying nodded her head, the fingers of her left hand pressing to her stomach as she stared down the hole.

“Uhm… what if you dug too deep? Or not enough?” she asked.

“In the first case, Hui and Moira are wasting their time,” admitted Ash with a chuckle. “But they’re doing what they want. In the latter, I dig more.”

“Oh. Yes. That… that makes sense,” Xiuying whispered, then turned and looked to him.

With a smile that was like a gift, she stared into his face.

“You make my life happy and bright,” she got out in a voice that sounded strained, if not crushed. That the words were barely able to be pushed out. “I… I don’t feel like a Cultivator anymore. Just a young woman. And… and I’m happy. So happy.”

Xiuying pulled her hands up from Ash’s, put them together in front of her chest, and let out a shuddering breath.

“I could easily just let this world go with how happy I am,” she breathed.

Once more summoning the lord of red flags.

“How about—”

Xiuying’s feet came out from under her, and she tumbled down into the hole along with a hail of ice.

Wincing, Ash leaned over and looked down the hole.

A surprised and wide-eyed Xiuying was what he saw as she began to fall, only to vanish into the darkness.

“Xiuying fell in!” Ash shouted down the hole for Hui and Moira, then jumped to chase after her.

There was a noise behind him and Ash looked over his shoulder.

Siu and Tala had jumped into the hole as well.

The former’s sleeves fluttering out behind her as she dove in, while the latter had her arms and legs spread in an odd X.

“Here we go,” Ash said to himself against the wind as it pulled at him.

Then fell into the dark, passing into the shadows of the icy depths.

It was exciting.

Hm, at what point did I fully adopt to the Cultivator life?

I’m not sure I could live in a normal world like this without struggling to find something exciting.

“A while ago, dear. A while ago. Right around the time you opened up your bed to multiple women, in fact.”

Ash couldn’t argue that fact, and it genuinely sounded about right.

After all, he was even sleeping with Xiuying, Hui, and Siu now. There wasn’t a single woman in his inner circle that wasn’t sharing his bed with him.

“As if you’re complaining. We both know you love being a carousel.”
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Ash felt it when something rocketed past him in the dark and he got the general sense that it was Siu or Tala. As if they’d turned themselves into a missile and were diving a lot like a hawk slinging itself toward prey.

Distantly, Ash could see the bottom of the tunnel now.

It was lit up with something, though he wasn’t sure what. Growing brighter by the second he quickly saw Hui and Tala, pressed to the walls of the bottom of the tunnel. The light was being generated by several hand-held artifacts.

Siu had caught Xiuying ahead of him, then slammed into the bottom of the hole. The overly beautiful young woman’s knees bending.

To the point that her legs went out, her rear end thumped into the bottom, and Ash was sure something had broken.

Xiuying had been caught safely, though.

In what Ash could only guess was somewhere between ten to fifteen seconds, he had traveled from the top of the hole to the bottom.

Before he could throw out his Qi to cushion his fall, he felt something grab him by the back of his clothes and slow him down quickly. To the point that when his feet hit the bottom, it was as if he’d been set down.

Tala and then Chunhua did the same beside him.

“Ah, did my beautiful Sorceress catch me?” Ash asked with a grin, looking to the white-eyed and extremely powerful woman.

“Of course! Lord Sheng shouldn’t be bothered with such a thing like this,” Chunhua said with a dismissive wave of her hand.

Before anyone could do anything further Rou appeared and quickly hustled over to Siu.

The Bride Commander had set Xiuying to the side and was now laid out on the ground.

Which was actual ground, Ash noted.

Looking up above him, he saw only a few feet above them was a point where the ice became earth. At some point, the giant drill had broken through to where the ground began.

Looking to the Bonds of Sheng, Ash found they were much more horizontal now. To the point that they only sloped downward at a fifteen-degree angle.

Their destination wasn’t very far at all if it had gone from straight down, to now at such a gentle slope in comparison.

“Did our dear-Xiu bring-us to the right-spot yet again?” Siu asked in a rough voice. She was sprawled out on the ground with Rou hovering over her. The Qi-Healer’s hands were moving about her in a gentle and directed manner.

Ash looked around to see what had probably changed due to Xiuying’s interference.

Whenever Fortune’s Chosen was thrust into a situation, there was always some type of change that occurred.

A large chunk of ice had broken off from where Xiuying had fallen in, so Ash assumed that there was more than likely a giant hole somewhere.

As his eyes roamed around, he threw a constant stream of sexualized thoughts, fantasies, and desires at Siu. All of them about her, with her, or involving her.

Plowing through them as quickly as he could, with as much intensity as he could manage, he searched the area. Because Siu was the embodiment of his personal desires and wishes, which meant she was connected to him in a way that he wasn’t comfortable with.

Thankfully, with how often he threw thoughts and feelings toward her, she no longer gravitated toward his bed when he was with anyone else.

All he had to do was think of her, generate interest for her, and she grew ever stronger, which in turn, became a bigger wellspring of energy within Siu for Rou to use to heal her.

“Oh me, oh my, that’s wonderful, my love,” Siu purred in what was a lot like a moan.

To which Rou sighed, harrumphed, and put her hands on her hips.

“I’ve corrected what I needed to, Ash has done the rest,” Rou reported. “I worry for our dear Sister that she gets too lost in her own Dao but… this was your own wish after all.”

“It was,” agreed Siu, slowly sitting herself up.

Ash spotted where the chunk of ice Xiuying had been standing on had smashed through the wall of the hole. It was actually hard to see, and if he hadn’t been looking for it, he would’ve missed it.

Constructing a staircase made out of Qi, he formed it and made sure the end fit right up to the hole.

“Ah, is that where our Fortune’s Chosen guided us to?” Tala asked, and began taking the steps up. Her large blade settled on her shoulder comfortably. “My Elegant Cuddly Bunny wife self shall take the lead. I’d like to earn some rewards from my ever-tender Husband.”

Eh… at least she’s honest about everything now.

That’s a lot better than where she was previously.

Or at least, honest about everything other than the personality she wants.

Tala stepped to the top of the stairs, into the hole, and vanished. As if where the hole was, led straight into somewhere that was easy to access.

Which made sense to Ash, given Xiuying was involved.

“— you’re okay? Really?” Xiuying was asking in a panicked voice, kneeling down next to Siu. She had both hands pressed to the other woman’s face and was staring down into her visage. “Really?”

Laughing, Siu smiled and reached up to pat Xiuying’s hand on her cheek with one of hers.

“I’m fine. I’m healing quickly. If I wasn’t, I’d have taken one of your fantastic pills,” Siu promised. “Probably the one made to strengthen bones, I think you said. I mostly broke things.”

“I put so much bone powder into those pills,” Xiuying squeaked out, not releasing her hold on Siu. Only to begin smooshing Siu’s face around and staring at her as she did so.

Leaving Xiuying to her odd little eccentricities, Ash followed Moira and Chunhua up the stairs. He knew Hui would be right behind him and Rou would be leaving in only a moment.

Siu and Xiuying would catch up when it was suitable for his Fortune’s Chosen, he imagined. She was ever and always exactly where she needed to be, for what was best for her.

Thankfully, so far at least, she had decided that what was best for her, was being at Ashley’s side. He didn’t have any expectations for her to be there and did his best to be thankful for every moment she was.

Because trying to grasp her, or hold onto her, was probably the quickest way to losing her.

Like attempting to harness luck.

Reaching the top of the stairs, Ash peered inside and saw that, unbelievably, it was an open area. One that began as ice but then shifted into dirt and earth.

Only to become a lake farther ahead.

A lake, deep under the ground. With ice for a ceiling.

How wondrous and strange.

Pausing at the top of the steps after looking over the interior, he realized he didn’t need to move ahead quite yet. The area looked as if it were secure, though he did note that there was an opening that led elsewhere on the other side of the lake.

Taking a step to the side, Ash looked down the stairs, then held his hand out to Hui who was coming up now.

Taking it, she smiled at him in a way that reminded him of the haughty and arrogant young woman he’d met a long time ago.

“You look beautiful,” he said without thinking about it. “A lot like that proud woman I knocked into the dirt. Just maybe prettier. With a lot less ego.”

Hui’s face turned an instant crimson at his words and her lips pressed together tightly.

Walking up the stairs, she squeezed his hand once and just about ran away from him, hurrying off to join Tala without even a response.

Chunhua then received his hand next and chuckled as she ascended.

“I’m suddenly quite thankful for the fact that my own meeting with you was so humble. Humble and willing to give you all of myself,” said the sorceress as she stepped off the stairs. “Oh, how pretty. This is a lovely little spot for a Sheng monument. I know the Brides and Knights would both enjoy such a location for contemplation.

“Perhaps it’d be more in line for the Knights, actually. The Brides would be unlikely to leave the shores of the Lake of the Fallen Bride.”

Wincing at the mention of it, Ash knew for a fact that the Brides did indeed respect the location. They treated it as a tomb and altar at the same time.

“If the portal to the realm is here, this’ll be a wonderful location for the Knights. I do agree with Chunhua.

“The Lake of the Fallen Bride really is more suited to the Brides, given how it was made.

“Or as some call it, Eternal Bride Li’s rest.

“There’s an altar where she was entombed, as well as a statue of her. The plaque we put in describing the story of her death and the Lake is also quite tasteful.

“As Lord Sheng, you do need a proper background, you know. You’re growing ever closer to becoming more than human. We have to make sure the path of your godhood is shown, step by step.”

Ash ignored all that for the most part. He didn’t want to think about the fact that he wasn’t human anymore. He knew for a fact that he wasn’t, given how his Dantians constantly responded to his attention.

That he had quite literally granted a young woman with little talent, talent equivalent to Chunhua’s without even having carved into her back yet.

How’re the bone carvings looking? I sent you my thoughts on what I read into about it.

“Yes. You have a very similar thought process as I do. The bone carvings should be done first and the latter carvings done upon reaching a higher stage of Cultivation.

“It would help people understand their limits.

“It isn’t that we made mistakes with everyone else, we just have now found a more efficient way to train people up in the future.

“As to how it’s going… I think we’ll be ready in a week. I’m just testing a few more things, but now that the Knights are part of the momentum of Lord Sheng, they no longer blow up any bones that were donated by Brides willing to help me.”

Donated… bones?

“I grow them back. With Rou’s help.”

Siu and Xiuying were now coming up the steps. Both seemed fine, though Siu had her fan up and it was lightly fluttering back and forth in front of her face. While his thoughts had certainly helped her recover, they were more than likely to leave her on edge for a time.

“Oh, look at you. Being so… so… Ashley,” Xiuying chirped, moving up the steps a bit quicker when he held his hand out to her.

She nearly tripped over her own feet right as she made it to the top and Ash had seen it coming. Snatching her hand and holding her upright as she caught her balance.

Not waiting, other than to give him a quick kiss, Xiuying shot into the new area almost as quickly as Hui did.

Ash of course held his hand out to Siu next.

The lovely woman was coming up the stairs in a very methodical, graceful, and slow way. Preserving a dignity that he did indeed feel she owned and carried herself with.

“Oh me, oh my. Even more thoughts for my self? You think so highly of me,” murmured Siu as she reached the top, having taken Ash’s hand as soon as she could, her fan still fluttering back and forth. “I’m a far cry from the damaged and forlorn young woman my aunt introduced me as.”

“I liked her just as much you realize. She seemed like she needed me to protect her,” Ash countered and curled her arm into his. He began leading her to the lake.

“I’m aware. Those thoughts you throw at me… in them, you always see me as I once was. It’s always me as I was when we met. Almost never as I am now. It’s ever so flattering, you know, that while I’m now more fitting to the physical attributes you find enchanting, that emotionally, you still just want to protect me and see me as a woman to cherish,” Siu said with a laugh. “Now, what do we have here?”

“A lake. I think the portal is on the other side. Likely a stairwell leading down,” Ash offered up as he began escorting Siu. “Chunhua and Locke think it should be a Knight’s location for reflection and study.”

Siu was looking around, her eyes taking in the entirety of the area.

“I’d agree. This would be very suitable for them. Very suitable. It’s strangely warm, despite it being ice above and ground below,” she mumbled. “A very strange occurrence.”

Everyone made their way around the lake and to the far side.

Ash had been right that it was indeed a stairwell that led down.

A long stairwell, in fact.

Reaching down into darkness.

“Well, this is fun,” Tala said and began marching down it. She held her left hand up and a flame surrounded it. Casting light around them and down the stairs themselves.

Now that she was doing it, Ash paused and glanced back at the lake behind them.

He had no idea where the light was coming from, but the whole of the lake area was actually well lit. As if someone had done something to the area and made it permanent.

Without any other thought about it, Ash began moving down the stairs, Siu on his arm.

Ash watched as the Bonds of Sheng shifted. Coming to a point that they were actually level with him.

At the same point the stairs ended, Tala’s fiery light fell upon what was most certainly a portal. One that looked to be a mirror of the one that brought them to this world.

“We found it,” Ash said in a voice that felt suddenly raw. “We… we did it. It’s the exit. It’s the way home.”

Without even thinking, he had disentangled himself from Siu and rushed forward to the portal. Coming to stop right in front of it and staring at it.

Part of him wanted to reach out and press his ring to it to activate it, here and now. Without any prep, concern, or even a thought.

Standing here, he could indeed feel that they were on the precipice.

That after all this time, being flung into prison, and another realm entirely, he had finally found his way home. It was right here, and the distance was the length of his arm.

“We should prepare,” advised Hui. “We don’t know what’s on the other side. For all we know, it’ll spit us out in the upper realm, at the Emperor’s doorstep.

“Then we would need to explain ourselves. You were sentenced to prison after all.

“I don’t think anyone has ever actually escaped before which… this would most certainly be escaping prison.”

“It could also be somewhere entirely different, yet equally hostile,” put in Tala as she walked up to the portal. “My Elegant Cuddly Bunny Wife self thinks we should send in Knights first, followed by several Bridal Parties.”

“It would indeed be unwise to go in as we are,” Moira confirmed and came to a stop on Ash’s left. Her wing stretched itself and then settled down around him. “As much as I wish to return to our home, to do so without planning is asking for a poor end.”

“We can pull people through to the Hall and have them exit here with Locke’s help,” suggested Siu and snapped her fan shut. “Once we have a suitable exploration force, we can move through. Through and… back home.”

Siu said the last with some kind of emotion that Ash couldn’t actually identify. To his ear, it sounded as if it were somewhere between wistful and concerned.

“I’ll need to see my aunt and how she’s doing. Last I heard, she’d asked Master Gen to marry her,” Siu remarked and then gave her head a small shake. “Apparently they had already briefly talked about it before he became the Realm Lord which… more than likely gave her a chance with Master Gen.”

“Yes, he’s very much like Ashley,” Xiuying declared, grabbed up Ash’s arm, and made herself comfortable under Moira’s wing. “They need to feel your care and concern before they’re going to invest in you at a personal level!”

Xiuying shook her head excitedly, let out a laugh, then kissed Ash on the cheek, squeezing his arm.

“Ashley I love you!” she cheered loudly. “Everyone here loves you. Desperately. Rou, loves you. Mei, Jia, and Na, love you. Locke loves you. Everyone here loves you and wants to spend all their time with you.

“I feel like I should tell you this because everyone else is too terrified to tell you, but we’re all thinking the same thing. There’s no telling what’s on the other side of this portal, and we want you to know, just in case something happens.”

“You… you are the queen, of red flags,” Ash said in a strangled voice, looking at the pretty lady at his side. “Red flags. For days. I feel like if you weren’t Fortune’s Chosen, you’d be dead a long time ago under the weight of the red flags you throw out!”

“Haha… I really don’t get what you mean by that,” Xiuying said, wrinkling her nose, and smiling at him. “But I love you. Genuinely. It came on so sudden that I really didn’t even have time to realize it.

“I think it all kinda started when I sat in your lap and fed you. You were so squeamish about it, yet so interested in me. It really knocked my ego up a few places, especially with how pretty everyone is.”

“It’s okay, I understand what you mean. Don’t worry. I’m always watching out for everyone,” Moira promised him, leaning down to meet his eyes and smile at him. Her large eyes peering at him. “Tala and I know it and we work to preserve your happiness. Which is everyone here.”

“Yes, my Elegant Cuddly Bunny Wife self and her Beautiful and Intelligent Keen Eyed Owl partner will save your heart,” Tala stated with a firm nod of her head. “Trust in us, if nothing else.”

“I will guard your lives better than anyone else,” Hui asserted and lifted her chin up. As if she were proud of that statement. “As your elder sister, the one who tends your wounds after she wins, I will guard you all.”

“You were lucky to win last time, Hui. I’m still the guardian,” Chunhua argued.

Ash snorted, grinned, and shook his head.

From fighting for position to be the best, to fighting for the right to protect everyone else.

While he had changed them as Cultivators, they were ever yet, Cultivators.

“Alright. Get the groups together and we’ll open the portal,” he ordered, then sighed with the realization of what was about to happen.

Locke, my dearest, we’ll need to discuss who stays behind on this world.

I’d like to have that dinner date with Ghast, as I think I know who might be ideal to put here.

Do you have any suggestions beyond what my own thoughts are?

“I… don’t have any. No. I think your own thought is likely the best from a utility point of view, but I don’t like it from a cultural or organizational point of view.

“We don’t have to rush to put someone in charge here though. We can wait to find the right person.”

Alright… still.

Ghast.

Dinner.

“She’s well aware of your intention since she’s one of your pillars, and is just about thrumming with anticipation. Or so I guessed when I delivered the news to her that you wanted her, only to find out that she was well aware.

“Being a pillar of your Dao, she knows you in a way very similar to Liu. Your Dao… raises up all who will settle themselves into it.

“Other than me.

“I don’t get raised up by it.

“I raise you up.

“Don’t I, sweetheart?

“Aren’t I your precious pretty, lovely, Locke?”

You very much are.

A pretty princess who supports me in ways I can barely describe to anyone.

Ash had been working at spoiling Locke whenever he had the opportunity.

She did far too much for him without him rewarding her enough in the past.

He wanted to balance that debt sheet.

The warm and fuzzy response he got back from Locke left him feeling like he’d said the right thing.

Ash turned and looked at Siu just as a handful of Brides began appearing from nowhere.

Likely being brought forward by Siu and Locke working together.

Only for two Knights to step out of nothing, accompanied by several men that surprised Ash.

He had made a small suggestion to Templar and the Knight’s leadership.

That they recruit Cultivators to off-set their own needs and call them Mage-Knights.

Because as often as the Brides were willing to help, there were going to be times that the Knights needed their own Cultivators.

He of course suggested the same thing to the Brides, to recruit some women who would be Brides, but serve as Bride’s Maids.

Both had agreed and were in the process of recruiting.

Ash was eager to tap the ring to the portal, but he waited.

It was all coming to an end.

Everything was finally going to be over with his prison sentence, and he could be home as soon as he stepped through the portal.
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Ash was surprised in the end when thirty Knights and thirty Brides arrived.

One and all they were all part of the recruits brought in from Wahst, from Ghast’s world.

It was a curious thing for Ash, as he wondered if perhaps those from the realm they were returning to would want to be there when it happened. To return home and be part of the group that managed it.

“They deferred to those who had never been to the realm before. They wanted to give them a chance to feel what a realm should feel like, rather than where they’ve always been.

“Also, those who were part of our realm, were part of the teams that breached into the modern realm. It’s only fair that they take a step back now.

“They all work hard to give everyone opportunities and experiences.

“The stronger the group is, the stronger they all are.”

Ash felt his eyebrows rocket upward at that and his face took on a surprised affectation.

He genuinely was shocked at the words.

It was the most un-cultivator like thing he’d ever heard, whether it be from his people or not.

“They’re part of the momentum of the Sheng. A strong person getting stronger doesn’t change the momentum as much as a weak person getting stronger.

“They’ve all felt it when that happens.

“Good examples are when you suddenly put your attention toward a crop of Brides and the momentum of everything drastically becomes more.

“By the way, so far, all predictions have been correct.

“That group of Brides is quite literally tearing through the ranks at full speed.

“As a group.

“They refuse to be separated and are more akin to priestesses if I had to term it as something. Lord Sheng is waiting for them. Lord Sheng is coming. Lord Sheng-blah blah blah.

“Thankfully they treat Siu as your personal representative so there’s no problems. They just revere you as more than just their Husband.”

“We’re ready,” Hui said and stepped up in front of Ash, giving him a wide smile. “I worked with Siu and made sure everything was exactly as it should be. I was personally responsible for picking out every single Bride that would be here.

“They’re all perfectly accomp—”

Ash laid a hand to Hui’s head and began to tenderly rub his fingers and palm back and forth. His fingertips curling against her hairline and brushing along it.

“Good work, Bride Hui Sheng. You’re a wonderfully amazing woman whom I’m grateful to have a personal relationship with,” he murmured. He knew that the Brides would hear him and if anything, be motivated by his words.

The Knights were motivated by the strength and power he had given them, the Brides were Cultivators. Both groups had their own needs, and they were quite different.

“Mmmm,” mumbled Hui, her eyes closing and leaning toward him even as his hand continued to move around the top of her head.

“Siu and Hui, you’re both doing splendidly while Mei and Jia are recovering. Thank you,” Ash continued, turning his gaze to Siu, who wasn’t far off. She was currently fanning her face and watching him. “Now, are we ready? Knights?”

“Ready, Lord Sheng,” said a Knight Ash didn’t know, along with a salute. He had no doubt that the man was likely high ranked, but Ash was becoming more and more removed from the base of these things.

I wonder if this is how a CEO or a military leader feels.

“Okay. Then… off we go. I hope you all can find my realm a home of your own. This was where the Sheng sprang from, of course,” Ash stated, pushing at Hui’s hair as he spoke. He genuinely enjoyed touching Hui’s hair if he was honest with himself.

“You’re just a very physical man. You enjoy being touched, and end up touching others, as that is your own personal way of expressing emotion. Why do you think Mei, Xiuying, and Siu touch you so much? They all already figured it out.

“Moira knew a long time ago and only told Tala, before you ask. I didn’t think it was worth mentioning them before, since it was obvious.”

Ash grinned with one side of his mouth, reached out, and tapped his ring to the portal.

There was a rushing sound that filled the area, followed by the metal slamming apart as the gateway opened. Revealing to Ash the interior of a darkened area.

Wherever this portal opened to, it was dark.

Very dark.

Pitch black without stars type of dark.

Then monsters flooded through the portal.

Monsters that had once been creatures, now turned mystical creatures.

Apes with horns, massive lions with rainbow hued manes, snakes that breathed flames, one and all they came pouring out of the other side.

As one, the Knights stepped forward, created a wall, and put their large shields in front of themselves. The hordes of beasts and creatures collided with the immovable bulk of the defenses.

The second line of Knights moved up to the backs of their compatriots and began stabbing out with spears over the top of their brothers and sisters.

Weapons that broke right through Qi and Qi defenses were the mainstay of the Knights, and Qi-beasts and monsters were just as weak to them as Cultivators were.

Except these monsters were strong.

Strong to the point that, even though they were reminded of their mortality in the face of the Knights of Sheng, they pushed on and attacked back.

Ash grasped at his Dao and brought it to the fore. Throwing a chunk of his Dao into it and trying to match it to the situation right now.

Once again, Ghast was there.

Flooding him with fluffy, kind, and overwhelmingly needy Qi.

That only he could give her the world and she’d be happy with scraps so long as he gave them to her with care.

Just behind her Qi came Liu’s, just as willing, though not as desperate.

Steady, unflinching, and without doubt.

Unable to do much else with all the Qi he was being loaded with, Ash dumped it into his Dao, causing it to skyrocket to the pace of the fight that’d been thrust upon them.

Once his Dao felt as if it were in the right space, the correct momentum and rhythm, Ash began channeling his Qi back to Liu and Ghast. The remains of the overage were shunted to the Hall or any Brides he felt didn’t have a full Qi-Sea.

Only to feel Liu gently divert the Qi away from those Brides and back towards the Hall. Apparently they were lacking Qi for a reason.

Brides pushed up to just behind the Knights and worked to offset the mad press of monsters and beasts. Pushing out with their Dao’s, abilities, and weapons.

Quickly, the semi-circle around the portal solidified with bodies packed in close and tight. Shoulder to shoulder, back to front, and protecting one another.

Rou popped into being not far away.

Surprisingly, several women dressed in what Ash could only regard as street-clothes from a modern world appeared. As if brought here by Rou, in fact. As well as two other women who were dressed in clothes that looked far more traditional for a Cultivator.

Siu was on Ash’s right side, Xiuying at his left.

Chunhua and Hui had quickly joined the semi-circle and were adding their own talents to the fight.

Moira and Tala were standing further back but clearly waiting to step into any breach or assist anyone.

Ash felt strange standing where he was and acting the part of a commander being protected, rather than a fighter, but he also knew this was where he was best suited at the moment.

If he got into the mix, all he would do was panic everyone around him.

More than likely causing them to suffer distress and concern at him being involved so directly, rather than being buoyed by his direct intervention.

In fact, he caught more than a few Brides looking around to confirm that he was exactly where he had been. To assure themselves he was someplace safe and not in the fight.

A Knight went down under the weight of a gorilla lifting up both fists and smashing them down. Both big hands crashing into the partially raised shield and flattening the Knight.

Ash lost sight of the individual as they fell to the ground, though their place was immediately taken by another Knight. Almost at the same time, a Bride went down in a heap as some type of projectile slipped through several defenses and hit the woman.

One of the Cultivators with Rou had darted forward and caught the Bride up. They were quickly drug out of the fight and went back toward Rou.

At some point, the same Knight that’d been laid low had been pulled free of the mad crush of bodies and was now being worked on by the women in plain clothes.

From what was likely a storage device an entire medical kit had been dropped down onto the ground. The type that Ash would’ve expected from paramedics or first responders.

Only to be even more surprised as hospital equipment started to appear.

In no time at all, the Knight had an IV stuck in them, was dosed with several injections, and had been stuck off to the side. Modern medicines and procedures clearly being implemented to help with the Knights since a Qi-Healer couldn’t do anything for them.

You’ve been busy, Locke Sheng.

This is clearly something you’ve been working on.

How much is it costing us? Or did cost us?

“Very little. Mostly a lot of throw-away medicines that we purchased. The barest of things given to low-rank Cultivators or used on citizens. After proving their efficacy once we’ve been able to trade at extremely high values for them.

“I’m making sure to only utilize medicines that would be unable to be replicated on this world. Where the ingredients themselves have a touch of Qi so that there is no possibility of replication.”

Beautiful, brilliant, sexy, and ever so cuddly.

How’d I get so lucky with my Locke?

“Aren’t you flattering and kind at the moment.

“That means this is the part where I tell you that I accidentally, mind it really was an accident, admit I opened an embassy in a country and managed to recruit a hundred brand new Brides.

“Which isn’t really an issue, until I uh… well… somehow it turned out to be another Fated One’s kind of situation and… well… oopsie, they’re all super pretty, maidens, and eager to prove themselves?

“They’ve already started opening up social-media accounts to post about what they’re doing, and they already have their Bonds of Sheng and are being trained up fairly well.

“It’s just… we have… a lot more… people who want to join? All of them clearly touched by the Fated One’s pull?

“Tee hee?

“I really didn’t do it on purpose this time! It just happened!”

Rather than impulsively react or reply in any way, Ash dismissed Locke and her clear attempt to throw in bad news when he was occupied and focused on the fight at hand. He’d punish or reward her later after he looked into it more deeply.

Instead, he set his attention on the Dao and the push and pull of the situation.

The enemy were all individual bits of momentum that made up a force that ran counter to his own, but weren’t in lockstep with one another. They were all strangers or individuals without any cohesion.

While the Brides and Knights worked well with one another, and had trained to this point, they lacked the ethereal connection only he could provide.

If all his people were the water, Ash was the riverbed.

The walls, depth, and angle that channeled it all.

As his attention sharpened and his Dao entrenched itself, it was obvious everyone could feel his presence.

Feel Ash asserting his will.

Shields straightened, weapons were held with more strength, and the crash and boom of his Dao flooded into those that submitted to it.

High-pitched responses from the Knights and the rumbling thrums from the Brides as it all came together in a flash. Throughout the background there was a chorus of voices that bent itself to the fight, from individuals that weren’t even part of it.

The whole of the Sheng Alliance had come to a stop to push Qi, determination, and belief in the momentum.

In the Dao of the Sheng.

On the next beat, the Knights thrust their shields forward, pushing the creatures back toward the portal. At the same time, those behind them lashed forward with weapons and spells.

Knocking their adversaries back further.

Just in time for the Knights to push in again.

Beat by beat, step by step, the frontline condensed tighter and tighter, until the line of battle was literally atop the portal. A line of fighting that was so narrow and tightly packed that the Knights were well set to hold it indefinitely.

Staring into the darkness beyond the portal, Ash felt like it was a true den of monsters.

An endless sea of creatures that filled the area just about front to back. That inside there was nothing but them and where-ever they were coming from, had much more to provide.

At the moment Ash was under the belief that they had encountered some sort of defense mechanism. One that had been put down by the previous Emperor as he fled.

To prevent anyone else from following after him and perhaps bringing the plague along with them. After having lost a realm, it was almost certain that the experience wouldn’t want to be repeated.

Yet, this is a strong counter, but not something that would be enough to stop a deity.

Several, deities, no less.

What exactly does that mean?

There must be more here.

More to this.

This would only be the first part of it.

Let’s… feed the fish.

Ash had a sudden idea, and he had a mind to try it.

An idea that’d provide the best possible answer with almost zero risk even if it failed.

“I’m moving, but not joining the fight. Don’t fret,” he warned, and then started forward and to the left.

Siu kept pace with him and Xiuying clutched at his arm suddenly, holding to it with one of her own and a weapon held in her other. She was ready for a fight, but didn’t want to be far from him.

Both of Siu’s fans were held in her hands, and she had a very thick and visible pink bubble that’d wrapped itself around Ash and surprisingly Xiuying.

Siu had an outward appearance of a temptress, and the personality to outwardly match that.

Right up until anyone other than Ash gave her any attention at all, or even got close to her. Then the fans came out, the bubble would retract, and it was a lot like trying to corner an angry mountain lion.

Reaching the portal, Ash put his hand to it, though he made sure not to touch it with his ring.

Opening his Qi, he carefully began to use some. Not enough to draw Ghast’s attention and cause her to flood him with fluffy feelings.

Just enough to slowly create an oval to match the portal.

Once it was done, Ash wanted to open a way to the Hall.

From the Hall, he wanted it to then open to the world of water. Water he had taken from the ocean to offset how much land he had sunk into the ocean to create Sheng island.

Filled with fish that needed to be fed.

“Here fishy, fishy, fishy,” murmured Ash as a sudden flood of beasts were thrown through the portal.

Where the pressure of the Knights had held them back previously, they no longer did.

All those monsters shot forward as the pressure was released, and fell into the world of water.

Ten feet down from the portal was the surface of that water.

Chuckling, Ash stood there with the portal held open.

Given that the portal was one sided, all the Knights could see was a black flat plane of Ash’s Qi. No one could see anything at all.

Ash was able to feel what was happening since it was his portal, his connection, and his Qi, however.

Moving his other hand forward, and Xiuying who still held to his arm, Ash opened another portal with another large section of Qi.

He made sure it wasn’t something anyone could pass through. Just in case something happened.

Something like Xiuying.

This portal was just a viewing port of the other.

A stream of monsters falling out of the open portal and splashing into the water below.

After which a great many of them began to paddle and tread water.

At some point they would run out of energy and die.

There was no land here at all.

“Oh! Ashley, can I keep some of these!? They’d be great breeding stock!” Xiuying chirped brightly, leaning in towards Ash. “I would love to make pills out of them!”

“Sweetheart, assist my dear Xiu?” Ash asked instead. He was a bit busy holding the two portals open, let alone trying to deal with these rather powerful monsters. Yet he felt a ripple in his momentum even as he had asked. That the will he had put to words fit the situation for something. “If there’s nothing that can be done, so be it.”

“I’ll make it happen!” promised Locke from nowhere and everywhere.

A third portal opened up beneath the original one and the monsters continued to fall, though now into this new portal. Vanishing away to somewhere that Locke was sending them.

Letting the second portal disappear, Ash began to push his first portal into the darkened room. Letting the Qi expand beyond the portal and crawl across the walls of what was a cave.

Creeping over it speck by speck and expanding.

An all-encompassing thing that left no room between itself and the walls, ceiling, or floor.

Sweeping ever more monsters into it and dumping them into Locke’s portal.

The momentum of it all continued to build despite that.

Despite the fact that it seemed as if the monsters weren’t going to be a problem.

In fact, it felt as if the opposition were growing.

A counter-flow that was also swelling larger by the second rather than falling away.

Except Ash couldn’t tell if it was from the realm he had called home, or the cave in which there were countless monsters.

It left him feeling confused and cold inside.

Thinking that perhaps him returning wasn’t the grand home coming he had been expecting it to be.
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Ash’s Qi crept and crawled its way along the carved stone.

And it was most certainly carved, at least roughly, given how he could practically feel where the chisel marks began and ended with his Qi. With each shaving of the rock, his Qi would have to flex to accommodate it.

“Ah… Lo… Lord Sheng, we’ve stabilized the patients,” said a voice to Ash’s left.

He nodded his head in response but kept staring into the portal.

“Good work,” he murmured. There was an odd feeling in his middle Dantian as he stood there. A response to each beat of his Dao. “You’re working under Qi-Healer Rou?”

“Yes, Lord Sheng. Apparently I’m one myself, though my talent isn’t as great as… as Sister Rou’s,” said the woman.

Now that got Ash’s attention.

Glancing over, he saw it was one of the women from the modern world.

He stared at her for several seconds and then looked back to the portal as his Qi continued to move deeper into the cave.

“Good. Be sure to work well under Rou. If you need anything, ask her. She’ll ask me. I’ll make it happen,” he asserted. “For Rou Sheng, I’d move the heavens and the earth, after all.”

“Yes, Lord Sheng. Of course, Lord Sheng. I just… I just wanted to say thank you as well as report in,” the woman continued. “I’d already missed my chance to go to school and… and thank you.”

Ash only grunted and nodded his head at that.

Only to realize belatedly he needed to actually respond.

“Of course. Be sure to be a proper envoy when you go back to Sheng Island and recruit more Brides,” he said as his Qi began to narrow. It seemed he had finally reached at least the halfway point for the cavern.

As if in response to the fact that the tide had clearly turned, there was a crackling boom that shook the frozen underground that Ash and his people were in. It seemed to have come from the darkness ahead of Ash.

The endless horde of beasts and monsters abruptly ended.

No more pushed forward, and the portal was now only dropping those who couldn’t back away or move. Those who were stuck at the front even as the mass turned and went the other way.

“Hm. Well, it’s time to step back into our original realm then,” Ash declared. “Push forward, Knights of Sheng. Tala, Chu, please light the way for them.”

The Knights of Sheng were extreme warriors with physical abilities that were immense.

Their night vision was somewhat limited by their bodies.

Despite being as strong as they were, they were still bound by the many restrictions of their human shells. Unlike Cultivators, the Knights had a limit that they could reach power-wise.

The rest would be honed by their training, determination, and dedication.

“Let’s remember this moment as a group. An organization. A family,” continued Ash even as several flames were brought forth into the cavern beyond the portal. “The moment the Sheng returned to their plane. Because regardless of where we end up, we’ll need to remember our humble roots.”

“Mother Far and Father Duyi brought forth Lord Sheng,” proclaimed one of the Brides in the formation.

“Great Elder Gen nurtured the Lord and his wives,” stated a voice that sounded very male, which meant it was a Knight.

Marching forward before he could ask anything further, the Knights entered the darkened cavern and pushed onward.

You’re making this some type of priesthood around me.

“It isn’t me, actually. It’s all them, sweetheart. All them.

“I’ve done my best to curb their beliefs, but it’s very hard to do that when you suddenly turn your gaze to the Sheng alliance inside your Dantian.

“Your middle Dantian has quite literally become the personification of ‘Lord Sheng’ and ‘The Sheng’. Brides and Knights all expect to be there almost as soon as they’re inducted now.

“You’re the reason this is happening.

“Your momentum is far too great. Far too much for anything to halt it from becoming what it is now.”

Ash mentally huffed at that idea and considered grabbing hold of fate for a moment.

Because Fate and Time had a momentum.

He had reversed it for Chunhua and Hui already and would be quick to do it again.

As if in response to his thoughts, the momentum of his Dao pushed upward. Drawing another measure of Qi into itself and pulling on the Bonds of Sheng.

There was a confirmation in it that seemed to make sure everyone was well and part of the momentum.

Endless responses came back to him as his Dao acted.

From chuckles and laughter from those who knew him best or those like Siu and Ghast, to whimpering expressions of obeisance and love from Brides who only knew of him but hadn’t met him directly.

The Knights all felt more like a salute in response, but all had variations in them as well. Pride, determination, and respect.

“Like that. When you do things like that. It only reinforces Lord Sheng. A Lord Sheng who confirmed the presence of every single member of the Sheng. Just so you know, it felt as if the sun had appeared over my head, bathed me in warmth, and looked me over. As if to ensure I was well, had what I needed, and was whole.

“Then left.

“I felt quite cold afterward in comparison, you know. In a strange way, I crave that warmth now.”

Sorry.

I just… was thinking about Chu and Hui.

Ash moved forward across the line of the portal and re-entered the realm he had come from.

The front line had finally moved up and beyond into the cave and pressed to the edges of it, making sure to spread themselves out just in case something broke through the portal Ash had erected.

Only for the world to shift, blur, and practically explode in front of Ash.

The darkened cave, portal, Knights, and Brides were all gone in that same strange flash.

All that remained was the light that was now blinding Ash and nothing else.

Flinching away, Ash put his hand up in front of his eyes to shield them from the intensity of the light. Despite that, even with his eyes closed, Ash still felt the intensity of the light, to the point that he turned his head away as well.

Even that wasn’t enough, and it felt what Ash imagined being stabbed in the eyes was like.

He activated his Dao, pulled on his abilities, and even attempted to spring-step away. Nothing worked and nothing changed.

Screaming, yet not hearing his own voice, Ash continued to squirm away. Fruitlessly working to hide his face away from the extremeness that was the light.

Just like that, the light turned off. Causing Ash to just about freeze in place with the absolute instantaneousness of it.

Simply going away like someone had unplugged it from the wall.

Ash finally heard himself screaming, which caused his voice to falter. Falter and then cut off as he opened his eyes, dropped into a combat ready stance.

His hands flew up, Qi-formed butterfly swords appeared in his hands, and he called up his abilities once more.

There was nothing waiting for him.

No enemies, no beasts, no monsters.

He stood in an empty room that could only be described as massive.

Vaulted ceilings so high, walls so far apart, that Ash felt like one could put a convenience store in this room and have room for a few parking spaces.

Every single surface looked to be gilded or carved.

Glittering and shimmering without any light striking it what-so-ever.

“What?” Ash asked, wondering just what was going on. “Hello?”

There was oddly no echo to his voice, and it left him feeling uncomfortable.

Only to realize it wasn’t that there was no echo, it’s that there was no sound here. No sound at all that wasn’t coming from him.

Ash stood there, perfectly still, listening.

He heard nothing.

Looking from left to right, Ash surveyed the room.

It was so eerily silent that he swore he heard his eyes moving inside his skull. Rotating in their sockets, even as he looked out to the room.

“Hello?” Ash tried again.

Locke?

Neither Locke, nor anyone else, responded to his call.

Chewing at his lower lip for a second, Ash slowly let his posture fall away. Moving into a stance that was little more than just standing there.

Lifting his foot up, Ash stomped it down to the rather solid-looking tile.

There was a pop from his foot connecting and then nothing at all.

No echo yet again.

“This is fucked,” he muttered to himself and started moving toward the far side of this room.

Distantly, at the other side of it, was a doorway with an open door. There were a handful of what looked a lot like doorways as well, yet all of them had closed doors.

None of them were open, other than the one in the center that Ash was moving toward.

“Hello?” he called again, despite having no answer up to this point.

The soft rustling of his shoes moving over the tiles were the only noises other than his clothes rustling. Street clothes from the modern world weren’t as loud as the rough cloth he had often dressed in from the kingdoms, but they felt as if they were a thunderous cacophony here given the silence and lack of echoes.

Ash made it to the doorway and found that the door had been swung outward. It had an overly ornate handle that was golden in color, as if it had been gilded in gold as well.

Looking through the doorway, he saw there was a single old man here. Sitting at a desk empty of anything at all, save for a single sheet of paper, an ink-well, and a quill.

“Ah, Ashley Sheng?” asked the old man, causing Ash to start.

Moving over to the old man, Ash took his features into account and truly looked at him now.

He wasn’t actually old, but somehow, was also old.

His hair was perfect white and flowed down behind his head in long waves. Reaching all the way down to his waist as he sat in his chair.

Eyebrows that were far too long without giving him an odd almost comical look stretched out above brown eyes that were alive and held a strange joy to Ash.

The reason why Ash felt like the man was old, but not old, was his features were mature, but there wasn’t a single wrinkle on his face that would come with aging.

Almost as if this man had been born old and never suffered the effects of being amongst the living. That perhaps he was a spirit, deity, or some sort of malign presence.

“Yes, you’re Ashley Sheng. The Fated One,” said the old man, looking to the sheet of paper in front of him. “Your destiny is unwritten as you’re not part of the realm. You never were.

“You were brought here by a veil-lapped deity. One that you have turned into your wife and servant.”

Stopping before the table, Ash looked at the piece of paper curiously.

As far as Ash could tell, there wasn’t anything actually written there.

A single bit of what he would consider a smudge of ink in the top left and nothing more. It looked more to Ash as if a dirty quill had accidentally touched the page as a hand was moved past.

“While your destiny is unwritten, there is a great deal that is already in motion and tells us much,” the man whispered to himself, and then quickly dipped the quill into the ink pot. Moving the tip of it to the smear of ink, he began to delicately tap at the paper. His hand moving in minuscule amounts. “Like the fact that you will have a great many children is something that cannot be denied. The number of your wives doesn’t seem to be very large comparatively, which means they shall drown you in children. Given your lack of a desire for one-night stands or to take pleasure from random women, it is the only likely outcome.

“Especially Tala-Tala. This veil-borne wife has a fate that intersects with motherhood repeatedly.”

“Who… are you?” Ash asked, watching as the old-not-old man tapped at the paper.

Ash finally realized that the smear of ink was actually some type of writing and was the entirety of Ash’s life so far. That this sheet of paper would be his whole existence.

“I’m a Celestial Scribe,” the man offered brightly. “Well, the only Celestial Scribe at the moment. I’m afraid everyone else has… ah… gone off. Yes.

“Now, looking to the current moment. You’ve just made a circuit of the realms. Bringing all three back to one another for the first time in… a very long time.

“It was genuinely almost too late, but it seems you being the Fated One was nearly for fate itself, rather than anyone else.”

“So… the prison, the modern realm, and the original realm, were all part of one… government? Group? Uh… realm?” Ash asked. This was something he had most certainly wanted to know.”

“It was one collection I suppose you could say. The portals closing after integrating all three realms together has nearly ended things.

“The cycle of rebirth has suffered horribly as there was nowhere else for souls to go, nor to receive fresh souls to birth into bodies.

“It’s not as if they can be safely reborn into the realm they came from without going to another realm after all. That wouldn’t give them separation or a chance to grow.

“Nor is the number of new souls created every year enough. On its own, it’s just unable to keep the cycle going anymore.

“Though to be fair, the cycle wasn’t made for a single realm to support when this all started. That’s beside the point though.”

Ash blinked slowly, his left hand came up to press to his mouth, and he deeply considered the words that’d been said. Said with a casual carelessness that spoke to long awareness, he realized that this individual was aware of far more than Ash could’ve guessed.

“You’re saying… that the realms are running out of souls?” Ash summarized. “Because each realm receives reincarnated individuals from other realms? There’s new souls but they’re not enough.”

“Indeed, that’s a good summary. The principles of heaven are clear and evident,” the Celestial Scribe murmured, still tapping at the paper. “And while I believed the righteous path would endure the ages, I’ve felt the press of anxiety keenly.

“We have perhaps enough souls for another year or two. Your daughter was granted a fresh soul, before you ask. One of the few we had.

“Even though you must fall back, and the cycle will close again, I’m glad that you at least made it this far and understand what’s at stake. Soon, the heavens simply won’t be able to support the realms.”

My daughter?

“But now that you’ve opened the way, the cycle can begin again. Or at least, as soon as you clear the way,” the Scribe finished, then promptly stuck the quill into the air. It hovered there as if it’d been stabbed into something. “The projection of the One Emperor remains in your way. A vestige of the man when he lived. He will kill everyone in your group and do so with extreme prejudice.

“You included.

“You do not have the ability to fight him as you are now. It will only result in your end. Everyone’s end. You must turn around.”

Ash felt a strange finality in those words.

That it was the absolute truth and to fight against it was to deny the laws of the universe.

“I refuse,” Ash said immediately. He wasn’t going to be denied his return to his realm.

Most especially now that he heard that he had a daughter. This was most certainly the child that’d been in Princess Ju. It would be his first born and he had unfortunately missed the birth of her.

“Your current ability, your lower and middle Dantian, are not strong enough to fight this apparition. This psychic projection. It is quite literally all that remains of the One Emperor,” advised the Scribe. “You cannot win. This is more than just a tribulation set by the heavens. We did not set this at all.

“This is beyond you and all those you hold dear.

“I have intervened at this juncture to ensure you, as the Fated One of the Heavens, does not meet their end here. Even your Fortune’s Chosen cannot save you from this end if you proceed any further.”

Ash had felt an odd ache from inside himself as the man spoke.

An ache he knew was fear and disappointment.

Yet he knew in his gut that to stop here was not the right answer and he needed to push on. To push on and fight the projection regardless of what the Scribe told him.

To figure out a way to defeat him and win.

“There must be a way,” Ash replied, his mind already firming up on his course.

He was a stubborn man and would do as he wished even if it wasn’t the best option.

It was one of the reasons he had been so passive for so long, only to finally switch gears and deliberately push past anything that seemed passive at all.

“Not as you are. Ashley Sheng cannot succeed,” repeated the Scribe with a sad shake of their head. “You simply aren’t—”

There was a brief pain in Ash’s head followed by a pop.

Standing next to him was Locke, perfect in her extreme beauty and presence.

“Oh! Well. Look at that. I broke right in,” Locke said, looking one way, then the other, to the Scribe, then Ash. “Well, now I feel almost silly. I thought for sure some female deity had stolen you away and was trying to sweet talk you into something.

“My jealous heart got the better of me and I decided to break in. Though… where are we?”

Locke threw her arms around Ash as she spoke, put her head against his own, and held tight to him.

“Never mind, I read your memories,” Locke said with a laugh. “Oopsie doopsie. Be a dear and punish or reward me later.”

“I’ll give you another Sisui. A punishment or a reward, not sure yet,” Ash teased. He knew that Locke wasn’t very happy at having a personal assistant like Sisui who was weirdly devoted to Ash and Locke in equal measure.

Romantically toward Ash, platonically toward Locke.

He was determined to never meet the woman for any reason.

“You… wouldn’t,” breathed Locke, pulling her head away to stare at him. She clicked her tongue, pouted, and looked to the Scribe. “He’s not powerful enough? No matter what we do?”

“Not with how he is today,” answered the Scribe.

“Today?” Ash repeated back, wondering what that meant. “Locke, how did you know I was here? How much time has passed?”

“A really small fraction of time. One of those silly made-up sounding scientific words, in fact,” Locke answered.

“Like a femtosecond?” he replied, smiling at Locke.

“Gesundheit,” said Locke with a nod of her head.

Unable to help himself, he just stared at Locke. Smiling at her all the while.

Causing the sex-demoness turned housewife to blush, smile, and slowly look away.

Ash turned back to the Scribe.

“Not how I am today, but… how I might be tomorrow. Or the day after. Are you speaking in relative terms, like my power level?” Ash asked. “Last I checked, I was something akin to an awakened Mortal. Close enough that I’m already pushing the boundaries of being allowed in the middle realm.”

“Very close. While that rainbow chain to the horned god didn’t last long, it gave you a lot of power,” Locke inserted.

The Celestial Scribe smiled but said nothing.

There was a strange thought that popped up in Ash’s head.

If it wasn’t power, there was only one thing else it could be.

Waiting a few seconds, Ash then looked to Locke.

“Can I open my Upper Dantian before I become an Immortal?” he asked.

The Upper Dantian was related to spirituality, insight, and actual enlightenment.

Learning from the lower and middle Dantians and incorporating it all into what a person was, along with their Dao and how it all aligned.

Reminds me of that test so long ago.

Where I had to push back the energy by getting it to focus through all three Dantians and to line up my Dao.

Hm.

I wonder if Gen would be able to direct me in this matter if I could reach out to him.

He probably was able to open his own Upper Dantian.

The Scribe only smiled wider and said nothing else.

“It’s a psychic projection you said? What remains of the dead Emperor? The One Emperor?” Ash clarified. “And how long can I remain here?

“Indeed. It’s a remnant of the man. A psychic impression of them that they deliberately left behind to protect the portal,” confirmed the Scribe. “You cannot fight them and win.

“As to how long you may remain here… well, as long as you wish. Though the longer you’re here, the more tenuous your hold on your own material form is. This is the spirit realm after all.”

“Then I won’t fight him at this time, nor will I remain too long.

“When the time comes, I’ll disperse the apparition or appease it. Right after I get that Upper Dantian moving,” Ash said, nodded his head, kissed Locke briefly, then sat down right there.

He folded his legs, held his hands with the palms up atop his knees, and closed his eyes.

“Alright, my beautiful Locke Sheng,” he said after he settled his mind down. “Help me pop this open. Because knowing your tricky and lovely self, you already have a good idea of what to do.”

Locke sighed loudly, with a smile clearly in the sound.

“Yes, dear,” she murmured, sounding amused. “And I agree. I think… I think with a psychic projection of a dead person, One Emperor or not, we’ll need the upper Dantian open.

“Though ‘popping it open’ is something that most certainly won’t happen. It’s going to take time and effort… still… I’m just… worried, sweetheart. It’s early for you and… and… it could become problematic.”

“I do what I must. We must move forward,” Ash replied with a smile, his eyes still closed. There was a rightness to his words that fit his belief in his Dao.

The momentum was to move forward in this, not to recede.

“Okay… well… first, let’s get into your middle Dantian. Then you need to just… listen.”

Nodding his head once, Ash looked to his middle Dantian and listened.
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The slow grind of his lower Dantian and its Qi-Sea reverberated through Ash’s senses.

A sound that felt like two rocks being eternally run past one another.

Or sand paper moving across a surface without end.

Locke had told him that the world was moving slowly at the moment, and he believed her. Believed that it was inching along in fractions of seconds for minutes of time.

It just seemed weird to him for that to be true while his Qi-Sea moved at the same rate it always did. He chalked it up to the same realization that he had thoughts moving at a normal speed.

Rather than a slowed or altered rate.

That and this was the spirit realm.

Wincing, Ash shook his head, and refocused his thoughts.

The first two hours had gone well enough as he just sat there and listened. His focus had remained steady and strong.

Contemplating things and feeling as if his awareness of his middle Dantian was growing.

Only to find no change had occurred in any way.

Locke had already told him to remain here regardless of what he felt or experienced. That he would be well aware of when he finally did open his upper Dantian.

The upper Dantian’s arrival wouldn’t be something he could ignore or dismiss.

Frustrated, Ash mentally shoved at his Qi-Sea and then mentally slammed a palm against his massive golden Dao pillar.

Neither moved nor did much of anything in response.

His Qi-Sea was immense and solid to the point of it being a molten slab of tungsten.

As pure as could be, without an element, and always quick to use.

The golden Dao pillar that was momentum dominated the center space.

Down here, it was all golden bricks that’d been formed in his early days as a Cultivator. Laid down as he learned and developed what he wanted his life to be and how to build around it.

His lower Dantian was indeed the foundation, and it was well and truly finished. There was nothing here that needed to be done.

Letting his mind drift into his middle Dantian, Ash found a large number of new brides spread out around the golden pillar. They were in various states of prayer, supplication, or inspection of the Dao.

Inducted Brides were falling more and more into the category of religious worshippers of Ash and his Dao rather than Cultivators. Given how he had changed, it made sense to him.

The Knights stood at the edge of the middle Dantian, facing outward toward whatever might be beyond it. They were all inside of the line of the Dao though, and were part of the whole.

The Knights are somewhat reverent as well.

At this rate… at this rate the Brothers of Sheng will need to become the Brothers and Sisters of Sheng.

To become the foundation of the Sheng Alliance, since the Brides and Knights are more akin to religious groups.

Still somewhat aggravating that I was never able to include male Cultivators into any of it.

Only male citizens turned Knights made it into here.

Even as Ash contemplated that, he could feel a response from the Dao and all those who were part of it. An extreme resistance to the idea of male Cultivators being part of the Dao.

Something that’d been fostered onto the Dao by the Brides themselves, accepted by the Knights, and entrenched by absolute belief.

That odd thought gave him momentary hesitation.

His mind had come to a complete halt as he really considered what he had just thought about.

The Brides, the Knights, and those who were closest to him, actively played a part in his middle Dantian. He actively pulled people in and out of it as if it were the Hall itself.

For all intents and purposes, his middle Dantian was acting in a way that it shouldn’t.

Originally, it’d been a way for him to view how others viewed him and what he felt his self-realization was. Now it was a place where others could exert influence over their belief of who “Lord Sheng” was.

“I’m not mortal,” Ash whispered as he looked over the whole of his middle Dantian.

It was gargantuan when he truly inspected it.

The statues that were part of the Dao, lodged within it, were numerous. To the point that he wouldn’t have a way to count them all even if he could find them all.

There were a good number of fresh Brides surrounding it, which he’d been warned not to touch yet, and then there were the Knights.

Knights that easily numbered at half a thousand now, with their ranks growing slowly as more took up the cause.

“I’m not mortal and this isn’t a Dantian. This is a plane. A realm,” he continued as he looked out upon it.

The furthest edges of the smoky walls of the Dantian dissipated in that moment. Fell away, and the entirety of the Dantian morphed.

It shifted wildly.

There were several odd noises Ash heard that he couldn’t identify. As if wind was tearing through the area. Rustling unseen trees full of leaves.

Lasting only a second, it was gone quickly.

What had been a golden floor was now the grass of the Hall. A number of its buildings spread throughout the space.

Rising out of the center was the Dao pillar as it normally was.

Not far off was another circular space, which was most certainly the city of Wahst. At its center was a gleaming silver pillar with a statue of Ren Ghast atop it.

Holding her hands out toward the golden pillar.

To the other side was another circular space that looked a lot like a sect ground.

The silver pillar that was there had Liu atop it, knelt low in mid prayer.

There were several groups of Brides that hadn’t been integrated yet at Liu’s sect and only one group at Ren’s. These were the Brides that had yet to be given the Bonds of Sheng and brought fully into the Dao.

Between these three spaces there were a number of paths. Connecting them all together.

Ash couldn’t see where the Knights had gone, but he knew they were here somewhere. Likely part of the whole, just as so many Brides were part of the Dao.

“I’m not mortal,” Ash repeated as he gazed out across the expanse. He then gave himself a small mental shake. “My momentum is not my own but the group’s. The me of yesterday was who spoke to the Scribe.

“I was wrong.

“This has nothing to do with me opening my upper Dantian. Nothing at all.

“That’ll open when it’s ready and when I’m in alignment with myself. Forcing it would only limit me later.

“The me of today and tomorrow is that realization of Lord Sheng. Not… Ashley Sheng.

“That’s why he named me as he did. Wrote as he did.

“But I’m truly not that anymore.

“I’m not… him.”

A crackling noise, as if one were peeling the shell off a hardboiled egg, caused Ash to look up.

Above the three areas, a new area was being formed.

An aqua blue circular plane was growing out of nothing. It looked to be somewhat gauzy and insubstantial. As if it were still yet in the process of being formed.

“Ah, yes,” Ash mumbled and then smiled. “Lord Sheng as it is above. A concept still yet forming and my idealized self.

“I thought my Middle Dantian was formed and fully realized, yet only when I consider myself as Ashley Sheng. When that is fully realized, I imagine my upper Dantian will be ready.

“Now though, as I am, as Lord Sheng, the inheritor of the One Emperor, bearing his ring, with a Dao built by the will of hundreds, maybe I can convince him to let things go.”

Ash momentarily felt something inside of his mind quiver, but dutifully ignored it. He wasn’t ready to open his upper Dantian, even if given a chance to do so.

He hadn’t even fully formed his middle Dantian yet as Lord Sheng.

Opening his eyes, Ash found himself standing in the cavern. The Knights and Brides of Sheng were arrayed out in front of him in a ready posture to defend him.

“Please move aside,” Ash requested and then started forward. Despite the Brides and Knights attempting to move out of the way for him, he wasn’t going to wait.

A tsunami of opposing power was coming toward them.

It was easily six or seven times the weight of his Dao’s momentum even at its peak. There was no question that power in opposition to whatever was coming for him wasn’t the answer.

The Scribe was most certainly correct that Ash couldn’t defeat it in a struggle.

“Ashley? You… you didn’t open your upper Dantian? What’re we doing?”

Asking the One Emperor to step aside.

Because it isn’t time for me to open my upper Dantian.

My wife told me it’d be risky, and I happen to agree with her.

It’ll open when it’s ready to open.

One cannot rush enlightenment.

Besides, I feel the Scribe was trying to tell me Ashley Sheng wasn’t the answer.

Lord Sheng is.

Stepping out from the ranks of his people, Ash casually pulled his Qi backward. Causing it to fold on itself, move over him, and then reform behind him. Locking the Brides, Knights, and everyone else behind it and singling himself out.

From the far side of the cave an opaque figure came out from the darkness. Floating ethereally over the ground without any part of it touching the earth.

“You’ve opened the way,” hissed an accusatory voice. The words sounded akin to icicles being snapped off a low hanging beam. A sharp ping carrying each to Ash’s ears as if they weren’t spoken but hurled at him. “You opened the way and the plague will follow! Another realm will end!”

“No,” Ash said with determination. “It won’t. I’ve sent the deity that caused the plague away from the realm. As your inheritor, Lord Sheng of the Sheng family, I’ve come to begin the cycle again.”

Ash then held up his hand where he wore the family heirloom of the Grassy Vale’s imperial clan.

Fully repaired and carrying a weight he had never understood until lately, the ring had a heavy significance to those who knew what it was.

If this truly was a projection of the last who held it, they would know it.

“The cycle must resume. The rebirth for the realms has been stalled for too long” Ash offered as the cloud like apparition closed in on him.

Though the ghostly cloud’s intensity seemed to dim a touch, it didn’t halt. It charged forward until it engulfed Ash from head to toe.

Which he welcomed and didn’t try to fight.

This was something he would meet head on and do his best to bring into balance. Because right now, the momentum of it was too high.

Too high for a war that no longer existed.

Ash needed to bring the projection of the One Emperor to a close. His momentum was ill-placed and no longer fit in the world it existed in.

“The cycle? My family made the cycle!” screamed a voice inside of Ash’s head. “We brought it forth to balance the realms and bring them into balance!

“You dare tell me what should be where? You dare to tell me what must be done? The realms bowed to me! They came together as I wished and broke apart when I demanded it!

“You’re but a speck! A fly landing upon a shit I left upon the ground! Nothing!”

As the One Emperor screamed at him, Ash felt his blood run cold, his muscles stiffen, and his entire body lock up. Slowly, he was stretched backward, and his back arched against his will.

“Perhaps,” Ash got out between grit teeth. “Perhaps I am! Yet here I am. To continue where you left off. I would not have your ring, if you had not left it for me. I’m Lord Sheng, he who laid low the horned deity, opened the emergency bunker, and returned to the capital and cleared it of the demonic cult!”

Ash felt a pause in the strange force of rage that held him in its grip, as if it were considering his words.

“We shall see,” hissed the projection a moment before Ash’s vision went dark, though he heard the distinct crunch of what he was fairly certain was his skull.

A sound that he felt almost was a perfect match to when the Emperor had punched a finger into Gen’s skull, limiting his cultivation permanently.

In this darkness, Ash couldn’t feel his body, his senses were deadened, and as far as he knew, he was naught else but a mind floating in space.

“I wonder if this is the time before life, death, or the in-between state,” Ash mused aloud.

Or tried to.

He heard no sound coming from himself, nor did he have a mouth to move. While he was certain that he had attempted to speak, there was no outward confirmation of that.

“Well, if it’s death, does that mean that I’ll end up stuck in some limbo state? There wasn’t anyone there with the Celestial Scribe. That would mean that souls aren’t making it to that location,” continued Ash. Content in the moment to just converse with himself.

He couldn’t explain it, but he wasn’t actually afraid of the One Emperor’s projection.

In fact, at the moment, he was quite resolved to just wait.

The projection had been put here to make sure that the Qi plague didn’t follow into the other realm. Where there would be Cultivators for it to lay low once again.

Since the previous realm had no Qi, there was nowhere for the plague to inhabit or spread to.

“You claim you’re my inheritor?” demanded a voice. Ash didn’t actually hear it, but it felt more similar to when Locke spoke to him.

“I bear your ring, I have inherited the Hall and its teachings. While I’m not of your blood, I have taken up your cause,” Ash stated with absolute conviction. “The realms must be balanced again. The man who claims to be the Emperor seems to be losing his hold on everything even as the Demonic Cultivators steal the life-force of others.

“The realms don’t progress at all and if anything, the kingdoms are stagnant. In fact, the current Emperor was using the emergency bunker as a prison. Sending people there to spend centuries of time there or just leaving them to rot till they die.”

“A prison?” whispered the voice. Ash was now certain that the person speaking to him was the One Emperor’s projection. “A prison. Yes… I see it. Yes.

“Your memories are clear when you speak. When you look to your own experiences. Let’s go on a trip, you and I. We shall see just how much of my inheritor you are. Or perhaps a usurper.

“We’ll begin with where you found my ring. For my ring wouldn’t be anywhere other than my hand unless you took it from my corpse.”

“Were that true, I’d have at least buried you. There was no corpse, and your ring was most certainly not in a burial mound,” Ash assured him.

“Again, we shall see. Let’s go have a look,” the One Emperor declared.

Ash blinked at the sudden brightness that assaulted his eyes and found himself standing in the small valley he had often hidden himself in. Away from the words, eyes, and angry blows of those who would see him wrong for being who he was.

“Let’s have a look,” hissed the One Emperor’s remnant.
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Ash looked down at himself and found he was dressed in the old clothes Mother Far and Father Duyi had managed to get for him. He hadn’t really fit into Yan or Jing’s hand-me-downs.

Yan had been far too narrow in the waist, and Jing was too short, which had exposed Ash’s ankles.

It’d left him in the middle of being able to wear neither sets of clothes from either sibling.

Turning his wrist over, Ash looked to the bottom of the sleeve.

Mother Far’s stitching, small, neat, precise needlework, had been needed here several times. Ash’s growth had come in fits and spurts, as well as having to deal with being roughed up at the Spark’s Jump sect.

“I lost this coat somewhere,” murmured Ash, his other hand coming over to run his fingers over the stitches.

They felt real enough and exactly as his memory told them they should feel. That this was the very same coat and that he was here, in this valley, as if he had just left the training sect to be alone.

“Well. You’ve brought me to where I found the ring,” Ash confirmed and looked at the old brickwork that was a ruin to one side. It was still upright, which meant this was before he struck the wall out of frustration.

A strange blip ran through the world and Ash found himself standing amongst the knocked over ruins. Just outside of where it had all fallen down and looking at the simple wooden box that’d held the ring in his hands.

Smirking, Ash turned it end over end and found it was just as he remembered. There were no engravings or markings. It was as plain as it could be, without any adornments.

He pushed his thumbnail into the latch and flipped it open.

Laying there inside of it was the Hall. A simple black ring that looked so inconspicuous that he had thought it was nothing more than a training ring.

“I’d thought it was just a training ring at first,” Ash explained, speaking his thoughts aloud. “It was actually pretty damaged. It’s taken me a long while to be able to repair it. There was a crack that went all the way through it.”

Ash pulled the ring out, dropped the box, and held the small metal band up. He could see sunlight spilling through the crack that was there.

“There had been some Qi in it, which is what kick-started my Dantian. What you left in it was what gave me the ability to be more than an Outlander,” Ash continued, and then slipped the ring on his finger. Right where, as far as he was concerned, it belonged.

“Yes. I see that,” groaned the One Emperor.

There was an odd rushing noise and Ash found himself standing just outside the ruins again.

Slowly, a set of buildings came into view atop the ruins. As if the One Emperor knew what this was and what it was supposed to look like.

Ash had always suspected that the ruins were a physical manifestation of what the Hall was. That somehow they were the original and the Hall was a duplicate.

“Ahhh… I let everyone out,” whispered the apparition. “For the ring to be here as it was, for the ruins to exist, it means that I let it all go. Or an ancestor did.”

“There’s no records of a One Emperor as far as I know or can tell,” Ash said, looking around at the ghostly buildings. “The Emperor exists, but as I mentioned, the emergency bunker is a prison, the realm filled with Citizens isn’t known of, and this ring was lost.

“If your ancestors existed in my realm, they existed briefly, or as regular people.”

The One Emperor’s voice was a low ugly chuckle to that.

“One does not simply rule without understanding those they are the lord of. You are beholden to them as they are beholden to you,” he grumbled a second before Ash was removed from this world.

He then found himself standing in the strange world of his middle Dantian.

“Explain this to me. Explain yourself to me. Explain it all and leave nothing out. Your life depends on it,” growled the ghost.

Ash actually laughed at that.

The request was so presumptuous and filled with the expectation that it’d be met, that he couldn’t help himself. That the audacity of it was only outdone by the sheer belief that it would be achievable.

“Why not ask the world to explain itself in detail as well,” Ash retorted, still chuckling. “How about you explain all of what you were to me and your goals?”

The One Emperor said nothing, but Ash could feel a strange sort of feedback from the projection.

“Who am I… well, I’m not entirely sure if I’m being honest with you,” Ash began. “Up until recently I saw myself as just a man. A man with an organization behind it to push forward and provide for those without backing.

“To raise up those who would be lost. Those that would be crushed beneath the Cultivator’s way of life. Brushed aside of being noticed due to their lack of connections.

“I believed myself to be a man that was a collector of lost talents and was simply bringing them into the light so that they could… shine. Shine brilliantly and be more than they would have been.

“I’ve found a great many people who could be so much more if they were only given a chance.

“Or if not given a chance, not crushed beneath the boot of someone looking just to empower themselves.”

“Cultivator’s way of life,” the One Emperor spat back in a mocking tone. As if Ash’s words had a childlike lilt to them and were nothing more than whining. “You—”

“Yes, the Cultivator’s way of life,” interrupted Ash. He wasn’t about to let this point go, and if he had to try and over-talk the One Emperor’s ghost, he would. “I’ve come across a great many people who would’ve been lost to that way of life.

“A Qi-Healer whose ability strips everyone you’ve likely ever come across, to begin with. A woman with such kindness in her, that Qi-Healing fits her personality so perfectly, that it’s almost painful to think of her trying to live as a Cultivator or martial artist.

“Yet I could have carried her off, enjoyed ten minutes of my own pleasure, and ended her life just to be sure there would be no fall-out. A small insignificant candle snuffed out for nothing more than existing in the wrong time and place.”

As Ash spoke, countless visages flickered into the world laid out in front of himself and the One Emperor. A number of Brides and even Knights that came and went in what seemed like a near endless parade.

People that Ash sometimes recognized but more often than not, didn’t. Incorporated into the Sheng Alliance by others who saw worth in them and wanted to cherish them.

Bringing them into the organization one way or another, to give them the chances no one else would.

“That’s your Cultivator’s way of life,” Ash continued and jabbed out mentally at the One Emperor. As if he were thrusting a finger into the man’s chest. “A me first mentality. An I got mine, I don’t care anymore, way of thinking. An ugly belief that even among equals there are no friends.

“The type that would go to a meal with friends and family, then take the main course as it’s laid down and stuff it into a bag. Tray and all. Then have the audacity to wonder why everyone is glaring at them.

“To complain that they didn’t kill someone they’d injured, rather than make restitution and concern themselves with the wrong they’ve done.

“Someone who would complain about the rest of a village hating them when they’ve been nothing but a bully to everyone around them.

“That’s your Cultivator’s way of life. That’s the world that you left behind for everyone, and it’s sickening.

“I’ll be the first to admit I can’t claim to know a better way, or that I could do better, but I’m sure as hell going to try. Nor would I settle for what it is now.

“If this was your goal and what you tolerated, you’re nothing more than a complacent dictator who barely understood the dirt beneath their feet, let alone the people you claim you’re beholden to.”

With the last words spoken Ash shook his head in absolute disgust.

Disappointment.

“If you truly believe this mentality is what’s best for the realms, then I very much misjudged you,” Ash finished. “Misjudged you and will be sure to never claim myself as your inheritor. If anything, it’d be best if I ensured that you were forgotten to time and never remembered.”

Ash only now noticed that his middle Dantian had risen up as he spoke.

The Dao of momentum began to thrum and beat.

A heavy and domineering booming. The tread of heavy footfalls coming closer with each.

On top of that, there was no mistaking the fact that the entirety of the Brides were all forcefully projecting Qi to Ash. Drowning him in it, along with endless feelings of anger and resentment.

Directed at the One Emperor’s projection.

“I’m Lord Sheng,” Ash added when it seemed as if the One Emperor wouldn’t be replying immediately. “My goal is to bring the world back into alignment and with a momentum that’d allow it to steadily grow.

“Because right now? Right now it’s stagnating.

“Dying.”

Ash experienced the feeling of strange feedback from the One Emperor once again. As if he were standing too close to something that had an electrical charge, and he was just waiting for the static shock to cross the distance.

“Your life ends here, miserable thing,” cursed the One Emperor.

Ash was forcefully ejected from wherever he was, and he found himself still caught within the One Emperor’s ethereal form. The strange white mist was attempting to bend him backward now.

To perhaps break him in half at the waistline.

Putting the whole of his being into the immediate moment, Ash grasped at Spring step, his momentum, and attacked the mist surrounding him with a flash of Qi-Thorns to surround him in a shield.

Designating the entirety of the apparition as an attack worked it seemed, as the One Emperor’s projection dropped him.

Ash’s boots struck the ground, and he mentally grasped out to call forth his weapons. While he wasn’t sure that they’d do anything, right now he was scrabbling for any and every possibility.

Holding his hands up defensively, Ash felt an immediate connection from his weapon to himself. The solidness of the weapon gave him a reassurance he was immediately grateful for.

“If you’re so weak you can’t even handle the truth, then you’re not even the One Emperor’s cast-off. You’re nothing but a turd left behind that hadn’t been scraped off and disposed of,” Ash hurled at the hazy shade that floated before him.

Right now it was sparking a blue and white color as it suffered from the flashback of its own attack. Rebounding from Ash to the creature.

Launching himself forward, Ash slashed out with his right hand, bringing the butterfly sword across in a deep attack. The hilt was the only part of it not lodged into the mist.

Once the attack finished, Ash lunged forward with his left hand.

As he extended his arm, he only now realized that the blade was his old, broken butterfly sword. Cracked halfway down, it had lost more than seventy percent of its mass and was no longer usable as a weapon.

As a stabbing weapon, it performed adequately, and penetrated the mass without an issue.

Once Ash finished his attack with his off-hand, he launched a low-kick into the apparition, then Spring stepped backward with his left foot no sooner than the right foot touched the ground.

Putting more than ten feet between himself and the echo of what once had been a man, Ash brought both weapons up in front of himself.

Despite one of the swords being broken, he felt far more complete with them in his hands.

These swords had been just about gifted by the heavens when they’d dropped into his hands after one of his first victories. They’d been with him through a great many things.

He hadn’t wanted to think about how much of a loss he had felt when the break had occurred, though now holding it again, he felt the loss far more keenly.

As if he were working with a friend that’d vanished and only now appeared again.

Incomprehensible shrieking filled the cave as the strange cloud of the One Emperor roiled back and forth atop itself. Color flashing inside of it from white to blue and back again.

“Foolish!” hissed the apparition. “Foolish and stupid. You’ll accomplish nothing in fighting me. You can’t win!”

In the next moment the cloud filled the entirety of the Cave, covering Ash and preventing him from seeing anything other than the strange mist all about him.

Colors continued to blare into existence and fade away in the next instance as his shield activated itself and attacked back to the perceived nature of the cloud.

Ash had an odd idea about what to do at this moment, but he hesitated.

If this strange being left behind by the One Emperor was a projection, and was more or less Qi, then releasing the Knights would give him an option to attack with.

The reason he hesitated was that if it wasn’t Qi, all he’d be doing was condemning the Knights to their deaths.

“That doesn’t mean this isn’t the fight I need to take,” countered Ash. “I’m the lord of the Sheng, Lord Sheng. While I’m not the Emperor, or the One Emperor, I’ll have a name equal to their own in the fullness of time.

“Because your own momentum is failing as mine grows. Mine continues to rise up as it grows and yours recedes.

“Your time has ended.

“Be gone, shade. Go back to the grave with the one who made you and leave the world to the living.”

Changing the way he wanted to fight this, Ash instead dropped down to his knees, swapped the broken butterfly sword to his right hand, and began carving into the floor of the cave.

Fine.

I can’t fight you directly?

Not as I am?

Then I’ll fight you by not fighting you.

You’re unwilling to give the future of the world over to the next generation, because you think you’re the all-knowing, all-seeing, ruler of the realms.

I’ll give you a realm to control all your own.

Ash strangled the odd thought in the back of his head that he hadn’t heard from Locke so far. Nor did he feel anything from the Brides or Knights.

About the only external thing he felt wasn’t even really external. His Dao continued to boom away a beat all on its own in direct conflict with the shrieking of the projection.

The discordant mess of noise and power that was the apparition made no sense to Ash.

At times it was opposed to him directly, others times it lined up with his Dao, then at other periods it acted as if it wasn’t interested at all.

Ash carved quickly at the rock floor.

Rune after rune sprung into his mind and he laid them out, etching them into the stone.

Despite working as swiftly as he could, the One Emperor was going to have more than few opportunities to attack him, Ash figured.

So when the first attack landed on Ash’s back, he wasn’t surprised.

What was surprising was the pain of it though.

It’d felt as if something had been slammed through the back of his shoulder and into him. As if he’d been stabbed, in fact.

“Scribbling out your last words?” croaked the One Emperor’s projection. An ugly sound that was less than what someone could even charitably describe as “human-like”.

It’s almost like what the tarpits sounded like when I visited it.

Bubbling, croaking, churning.

The thought was strange, given that Ash couldn’t even move his left arm anymore. He was in fact holding himself up in a kneeling position even as he scratched at the ground with the shattered remains of the butterfly sword.

“Why, would you like to read them?” Ash ground out, working with all the speed he could manage. Only to cough twice after asking.

Blood spattered the ground where Ash was working.

It made him realize it hadn’t been his shoulder by itself that had been stabbed through, but his lung. The One Emperor’s projection hadn’t just stabbed him without aiming.

“What?” gargled out the monster. Somewhere above and behind Ash, yet also from quite a few places. It felt as if the voice didn’t have a single location in fact.

“What indeed,” Ash mumbled as he continued to scrawl and etch at the stone floor. He had already finished up setting the limits of the realm.

He had constructed this more than a few times now when he had been building out locations to add to the Hall, Manse, and Castle.

There was also a flower garden, arena, and warehouse now.

The space where the Bridal Manse and Castle were being guarded had more than a few sections added to it as well. It was turning into its own little miniature model world.

And I’m going to turn you into a prisoner.

An attraction.

I’m sure my beautiful Locke Sheng can figure out how to pry out all the secrets in your head. I’m sure you know a number of martial arts, abilities, and other things that could be helpful.

And if not… well… we’ll drain you of your power over time and send you on your way.

Maybe we can turn you into a crystal or something.

Ha.

“Fucking dickbag that you are,” grumbled Ash aloud as he set down the knife and drug his finger through some of his blood splatter. Rubbing it into the runes.

There was a click, followed by a whooshing noise

“What?! What’re— what?” squawked the apparition.

Ash shimmied to one side, moving on one hand and his knees. Shifting out of the shallow circle filled with runes he’d cut into the floor.

“Yeah, eat a dick bud,” muttered Ash, and then he began to start carving more runes into the floor. Along the outside edge of the circle.

These were runes that would permanently seal the circle in. Locking it in place.

After this line of work was done, then all they’d need to do is pull the circle out of the ground and put it either directly into the Hall, or send it to the miniature sect.

“Ashley!?”

Frowning, Ash looked up from his work to find Siu and Hui bent over him. The former had a stricken look on her face filled with worry.

The latter had actual tears running down her face and her hands held out in front of herself. As if she weren’t sure what to do.

“Hey,” Ash said and then went back to the carving. “Whatever he stabbed me with hurts. It’d be great if you could get my beautiful Qi-Healer over here.

“Or one of the others. I need to just finish this… this carving up.”

Ash shook his head and then coughed again.

A large splatter of blood hit the ground, and he found it was much harder to breathe.

Unwilling to stop, he kept working.

He believed that Locke, Rou, and everyone else would put him back to rights. He just had to make sure he handled the ghastly remains of the One Emperor so that it couldn’t harm anyone in his group.

Grimacing, he worked steadily.

The One Emperor shrieked, cursed, and babbled incoherently inside of the barrier he’d been banished into. Ash’s blood had sealed it up as firmly as any artifact would have.

Because Ash had assumed that what the projection was, wasn’t a living thing.

That meant it fell into the same constraints as spirits, items, objects, living golems, and other things might. Anything that existed but didn’t have a soul bound or attached to it.

Chuckling, Ash continued to etch and scrawl at the rocks.

I’m Lord Sheng, a master of golems and Scrivening.

You, my dear not One Emperor, are nothing more than an echo.

One that I’ve… I’ve… stuck in a jar.

Ash coughed again and he felt multiple pairs of hands press to his back, shoulders, and even his head. There were a number of people standing over him.

“Almost—done,” he wheezed as he worked. “Almost.”


Fifteen

The One Emperor’s projection was handed over to a very flustered Locke.

She’d been somewhat beside herself due to the fact that she couldn’t contact him at all while he fought the monster. It’d been as if Ash hadn’t existed at all to her and there was nothing for her to reach out to.

He imagined it’d been a horrifying experience for her.

Unless he was sleeping, and really he suspected she watched his dreams, there was no time she couldn’t reach out to him. Even when she had been holding back his tribulation, she had heard him and been aware of him.

Which was all to say he wasn’t going to hold the current situation against her.

Plastered against his side, clutching to his arm, with his arm wedged into her chest as well, was Locke of all people. Her left hand was clutching his, and her right hand had what felt a lot like a death grip on his upper arm.

As they walked out of the darkened cave-works that’d been where the portal was buried, she had been unrelenting in her desire, if not demand, to hold onto him.

Rou was on his other side and had a hand on his back.

Behind him were Xiuying and Hui.

In front of him were Chunhua and Siu.

Walking at the front of the very close-knit group were Tala and Moira. Their weapons out and ready for anything that made their way past the Brides and Knights that formed the front of the group.

No-one had taken Ash being wounded very well and more than a few were still unhappy.

More than a few were rightfully angry at him.

He wouldn’t change how he’d handled it though. After having fought the thing, he was positive anyone other than himself going up against it would’ve died.

The only reason he had been given the opportunities he had to fight back was entirely because of who he had presented himself as. That he was Lord Sheng, not Ashley Sheng.

Otherwise, it was likely the One Emperor’s monster would’ve just killed him outright.

“Ah, sunlight,” Tala remarked as she slowly turned the corner to follow the group up and out of the cave. “I’ll be glad to see it once more. I’ll be glad to be back in our realm.

“Things made sense there, and everywhere else we’ve been has been… strange… to me. My Cuddly Elegant Bunny Wife self wants a long holiday and lots of naps.”

“I agree,” Moira got out in a huff, throwing a sidelong glare at Ash. She was most certainly one of the people who was quite angry with him. “Naps and rest.”

“I’m all for naps and resting, but I’ll be honest… there’s things that are wrong with the realm,” Ash offered up for everyone. He could practically feel the heat being directed at him and that everyone wanted him to settle in for a vacation. “I can feel a great deal of resistance to our momentum here.

“If you think for a moment I’m going to let something like that exist then you clearly don’t know the man I’ve become. Because that’s not something I can leave alone.”

“Liu has reported often that she’s felt things moving in the background,” Locke added. “Like someone was plotting against Gen and the Langye Royal family.”

“Ah. Yes. That would make sense then,” stated Hui. “If they’re against Princess Ju and Elder Gen, then they are most certainly against the Sheng. We can’t allow that to remain as it is.”

“Oh, oh, oh, we can’t stay here either!” Xiuying chirped, patting at Ash’s back rapidly. “We’re too strong! We need to present ourselves to the mid-realms transfer.

“Does that mean we’re going to go see Sister Jia’s family?”

Ash rose his eyebrows as he thought about that.

Xiuying was right that they did need to attempt to report to the realm transfer point. That technically weren’t welcome in this realm as they were all considerably more powerful than those that should live and dwell here.

“Speaking of Jia, I’m pleased to report I believe I’ve finally gotten the rest of the plague out of the three of them,” added Rou as they continued to clearly walk upward. The sloping ground of the cave interior was most certainly guiding them toward and exit filled with sunlight. “We’re waiting to make sure, but it’s just a precaution.

“They forced me to take drastic measures as they were more than a little angry at being away from Ash as long as they have been.

“I cut the path of Qi between their upper Dantian and Lower Dantian. It will heal in time, and they will be fine.”

Uh, that sounds way worse than she makes it out to be.

Ash glanced at the very cuddly Locke at his side.

“It is, and isn’t. It was like having their spines pulled out and then reinserted after giving it a good wash in some very bubbly acid. It’s not something I’d want to go through.

“She’s underselling how Jia, Mei, and Na were willing to take extreme measures though. The three of them were quite willing to be permanently crippled if need be to return to your side.

“After listening to her go through all the possibilities, and everything she tried, this is honestly the least problematic. It just… it just was extremely painful, but that’s on them to handle as they wanted it.

“She’s only bringing this up now as their recovery is moving well. Jia, Mei, and Na should be able to participate to a degree by the end of the day.

“Which is good since we’ll need to move onto the Bridal Sect and visit. It wouldn’t do for Jia, Mei, and Na to not be there with you. They’re the leaders of it, after all.”

Blinking, Ash had a train of thought jump tracks at what she’d said.

Reaching out, he sorted through all the Bonds of Sheng to find Ying-Yue’s.

It felt dead, for some reason.

As if a barrier had been erected between himself and her.

Holding onto it, he realized it wasn’t just dead, but it’d been severed.

Somehow, someway, Ying-Yue had cast it off and connected it to something that was neither alive nor dead. Something more akin to a stone that’d hold the Bond mutely.

Unable to think more deeply about it, and genuinely not wanting to consider it, Ash simply cut the Bond and let it die.

Wherever Ying-Yue went, whatever she was doing, she didn’t want any part of Ash or his alliance. He hoped that it was something akin to needing space and not her going off the deep end.

Because if he was being honest with himself, there was always a part of her that seemed ready to snap. That her extreme nature left her on the razor’s edge of being able to break away and run screaming off to the hills.

Ahead, the exit loomed in front of them. It was an odd exit, with an overhang of rock. It was also incredibly narrow and covered in trees and brush.

Knights were hacking away at the vegetation to make a path for them to get out.

Slowly, the group was able to push through and then exit.

When they did finally exit the cave, Ash found himself staring onto an open area filled with grass, trees, and shrubs.

Staring out at it, he found his mind telling him he knew where this was, but he couldn’t place it. The extreme sense of recognition was there and wouldn’t let go.

“Oh, we’re in the valley, Ash,” Moira blurted out and turned to look at him. Giving him a grand smile. “This is on the interior of the rock walls that surrounded it. I never realized there was a cave here. It was well covered from above.”

Once Moira said it Ash knew she was right.

Looking over the tops of trees and bushes he could faintly see the ruins where he’d found the ring and started this journey.

“It seems the One Emperor didn’t get far,” Ash murmured. “He put down the projection, sealed the way, and left the cave. Then set up in this valley only to let it fall down.

“Except, as far as I can tell he didn’t die here. If he didn’t die here, where did he go?

“Why leave the ring here without even a clue as to what happened to him?”

“I’m not sure that’s something we’ll ever get the answer to, Darling,” Siu said with a heavy sigh. “Those who would be able to tell us are most certainly long gone, far from here, or dead. Even if they could speak of it, I don’t think they would.”

Ash let out a long breath at Siu’s words, but he couldn’t find fault in them.

She was most likely right.

“Well! This will be a perfect location for a new monument and fortress,” Siu said and turned to look to Ash. “Ashley dear, Darling, my love, would you please give this valley to me? I would very much like it.

“I want to move the portal ring to this position, reinforce it, and then turn it into a monument as well. After all, this is where it all started.”

She’d moved forward, put a hand to his chest, and laid her head down on his shoulder as she asked. Gazing up at him with a smile on her face.

She knew very well the effect she had on him.

“Of course,” he said but then laughed. “But I don’t own this valley. I have no idea who does.”

“I’ll just take it over,” Siu murmured, watching him from his shoulder. “If someone comes to claim ownership, I’ll pay them a fair value for the land as it was when we arrived.

“For the Sheng though, this will be an important place.

“We’ve already relocated the portal in Ghast’s realm to the center of the fortress and where her seat of power is.

“The portal that is in the modern realm is in the middle of being relocated to the island. On top of that, Locke found the exit portal that we came out of in that realm. It was under the ground, which is why we appeared on the mountain where we did. It’s also being relocated.

“In little under a week, we’ll have all the portals under our control, open, and ready for our people to transfer about.”

Well… the way will be open, I suppose.

Ash put his free arm around Siu and looked back out to the valley.

He suddenly wanted to go on a tour of all the places he’d come from and see them again.

“Oh me, oh my,” purred Siu, rubbing herself against him bodily.

Locke took a step inward, pushed in close to his front, and just about next to Siu.

“We need to set up portal protocol,” Locke whispered to Siu, the two partners staring at one another in front of Ash. To which Siu nodded her head.

A trip to my parents’ first, then the capital.

That’ll give Liu time to prepare whatever it is she wishes.

My parents come first though.

***

Having entered Xing city with only his inner circle, Ash felt rather odd.

While the city wasn’t running in the Sheng’s momentum, it wasn’t running against it, either. In fact, it was moving in a way that supported it.

Which wasn’t that surprising when he noted the fact that there was a great number of city guards moving through the city. All of them employed by the governor of the city who was appointed by the royal family directly.

The Langye family was family to the Sheng and that was obvious to Ash and his Dao.

Ash turned and looked at a home he was passing by on his way to his parents’ home.

There were a number of Brides in the building, and he got the impression they were watching the street. Monitoring it and keeping an eye on all those who were on it.

His belief was confirmed when he felt an extreme sense of awareness being directed at him as he continued along. Only for it to recoil and then flutter off.

“Goodness,” Siu said with a laugh. “They were so intent on policing the street to protect Mother Far and Father Duyi, they didn’t even realize their Husband was here. I’m not sure if I should reward them or punish them.”

“Reward them, please,” Ash put in before anyone else could speak. He turned to look at Jia and then at Mei.

Siu was the commander and leader of the Brides right now as Jia and Mei were still mending their Qi-Sea and recovering. They would likely take control back in only a few weeks and he didn’t want this to be lost somewhere.

“I value my parents, and I would value those who value them,” he stated.

Mei, who was under his arm after having taken her normal place there, only laughed.

“Don’t fret, my dear Ashley, my love. I have no doubt Siu is just trying to get a little rise out of you. To be fair, it’s fun to poke a bit,” Mei said with a warm laugh, and then reached up to hold his hand as it rested against her neck. She squeezed it once and then let go. “I’m glad we’re back in the realm. Very glad.”

“Yes, it is quite good to be home,” Jia said followed by a laugh as well. She was immediately on Ash’s left. “It is very strange though. The pond as it were feels quite small anymore.”

“You’re not going to challenge him to a spar again and force him into it, are you Jia dear?” Mei asked teasingly.

“Oh heavens, Mei dear” Jia responded and sounded mortified. “Please do not remind me. I still cringe away often from that. Aaaahhh… please, no.”

More than a few people in their group laughed as they continued to walk down the road.

“I hope Mother and Father are in,” Na murmured. “Especially Mother Far. I wanted to tell her in person I was able to remake all the dishes she taught me.”

Ah.

Well.

That explains why it suddenly felt like I was eating Mother Far’s cooking when Na made food.

Can’t deny it was rather nice.

Locke laughed at his thoughts and then sighed.

One of the reasons she had finally given up on holding his arm is she had work to do.

Moving the portals around required a great deal of help from her. They weren’t things that could easily be shifted about, and were being treated as if they were delicate.

That and she could better manage it all while being unseen.

Xiuying was helping her with it by her own request and Ash wasn’t about to question that. Wherever Xiuying went was where she was needed.

“I regret my inability to cook. But I make up for it in other ways!”

You sure do, my sweet little housewife, Locke Sheng.

Ash looked at the home that Mother Far and Father Duyi lived in.

The area and the homes around it looked just as it did in his memory.

A group of Brides were moving toward the house as well, though Ash wasn’t sure where they’d come from. Dressed in normal clothes, they looked like anyone that might be out and about, but the feeling he got from them was unmistakable.

Ash could always determine who was and wasn’t a Bride almost as soon as he looked at them.

They all in turn stared at him with wide eyes as they slow walked toward his parents’ home.

“Sister Yan lives in the home next door now. She moved in after we left,” Siu reported, her fan slowly wafting back and forth in front of her face. “We also purchased every home around theirs, up to three homes away, and make sure we only rent them out to those we feel would be positive neighbors to Mother and Father.”

Kinda weird that they keep calling them Mother and Father.

Is there something—

Mother Far and Father Duyi came around the corner from a nearby intersection. They were moving sedately, arm in arm, and seemed perfectly content in their own world.

Mother Far was a small woman who appeared to be in her late forties, with black hair and dark eyes. The vitality he had seen in her last time was even more present today.

Father Duyi’s dark hair was pulled behind his head in a fashion the mercantile class had been fond of. He looked quite fit and healthy with a good color in his face.

On seeing them, Ash was relieved that they were in such good health and that they were well. Now he only had to find Yan and make sure she herself was well.

Ash didn’t miss it when several Brides also not in uniform just happened to approach from the other side of the intersection and then stop at the corner. Facing one another, they began to chat, but Ash knew they were watching over his parents.

Two more Brides came out from the same street Far and Duyi had exited from. The two women slowly walking side by side in what looked like deep conversation.

Almost comically timed, three Brides in uniform rushed out of a side street near Far and Duyi.

The Brides’ heads turned toward the other Brides as well as Far and Duyi as the ununiformed Brides’ heads snapped to the suddenly present uniformed Brides.

There was a single beat where they all stared at one another, then recognized one another. In the next moment, they all reverted to their normal behavior.

It was strange to Ash.

“Oooh! Look at you. Hello dears, hello,” Mother Far said and patted her husband’s arm only to break away from him and go straight up to the uniformed Brides. “Ahhh, which of my daughters is this. You know I dislike those silly veils.”

Ash got the impression the Brides were here for him and this meeting was purely coincidental.

The squad of Brides in uniform quickly pulled their Weimao hats off their heads and let them hang behind on their backs.

“Ting, Qian, Ai, Zhi, Yu! My dears, hello, hello,” Far said with warmth and excitement. She laughed and then proceeded to hug each one of them. “How’re you all? Hm?”

Grinning, Ash now realized why they were calling her Mother Far. She was mothering the Brides as if they were all her daughters-in-law.

To Mother Far he imagined, they were all his wives and therefore her daughters-in-law.

“Ai, look at you. You’ve done your makeup so well today. So pretty,” Far murmured and patted the young woman on the cheek. “You normally don’t care at all.”

Father Duyi had long spotted Ash even as he stood there waiting for Mother Far. Looking between Ash and Far with a wide smile.

“Our Husband has returned to the realm,” said the woman that was apparently named Ai, bowing her head to Mother Far. “Only this morning, in fact. He has come straight here to see you and Father Duyi.”

Ai gestured to the side at Ash and his group, who were still walking toward Mother Far and Father Duyi.

Far’s head quite literally snapped to the side and was immediately followed by her entire body.

Moving far faster than he had seen her move in a great deal of time, Mother Far rushed over to him and threw her arms around him.

Wailing loudly.

Standing there, Ash hugged his mother and gently patted her on the back.

“I’m home, mother. I’m home,” he murmured.

More and more Brides were coming out of the nearby homes and streets.

Some of them in uniform, others not.

It was quickly turning into a crowd.

Father Duyi had sedately walked up to him by this point and nodded his head slightly.

“Welcome home, son,” Father Duyi said warmly. “All is well here. My daughters-in-law have been most attentive in their care.”

Of course he noticed. He was in the guard too long not to have noticed.

“Your sister is currently out, though she’ll be home in a few days. She went back with Ju Sheng and our granddaughter. Very pretty granddaughter you’ve given us by the way. I’m quite pleased and look forward to seeing them in the future,” Father Duyi continued with a chuckle even as Far just held to Ash and cried into his shoulder. “Ju is quite pretty as well, though I admit most of my daughters-in-law are.

“And speaking of… look at you Jia. You’ve become even more beautiful. Hard to believe we ever thought you were a boy.”

Duyi had walked up to Jia and was looking at her with a smile.

“Thank you, Father Duyi,” Jia said with a smile in return.

“Of course. Though, Mei… you seem more assured now,” Duyi said, looking to Mei.

Did he memorize all their names when we last saw them?

“I get the impression Father Duyi and Mother Far have made sure to memorize as many Brides as they could. Which of course makes the Brides rather gratified.

“To assume they would do any less for your inner circle is silly.

“That and I kept sending them letters through Liu.

“I gave your parents all the information they could ever want, including the things you’d never want them to know. As well as who’s close to you, who you’re sleeping with, who’s likely to be pregnant before others, as well as everything they need to know as elders.

“Oopsie? Be sure to make me realize the error my ways?

“Tee hee?

“Damn I’m looking forward to when you get me alone and naked. I’m so bent for you right now that I swear I’m willing to fight Chu to the death just to get at you. Get at you and have you use me up.”

The last was said with such highly charged sexual energy that Ash felt like a lightning bolt had gone off through the Hall. One filled with the demands for pinning her to bed for a few hours.

That she didn’t feel like she was getting enough attention as of late and would get it from him one way or the other.

“Oh me, oh my,” murmured Siu, clearly having felt that. Either through Ash or Locke, he wasn’t sure.


Sixteen

Ash had enjoyed his visit with his parents, but it’d unfortunately been limited to a single day. A day spent listening to his parents tell him about everything and anything they’d seen.

From how strange everything seemed to them, to how flattered they were that the king himself had come to present their granddaughter to them along with the royal princess.

While it wasn’t certain yet, it seemed that the first-born of the princess didn’t have a Dantian.

She would become a Sheng princess with the last name of Langye, but a Sheng princess nonetheless. It seemed the Langye family didn’t fear the Sheng, and if anything, wanted to keep them quite close as family.

As family, Ash needed to check in with them and give them a day just as he had his parents.

Especially as he had a daughter out there. A child of his own flesh and blood that he had yet to meet.

It left Ash feeling very strange as he moved along the road.

The contingent of Knights and Brides he had arrived with was now moving with him into the heart of the capital. The very seat of the Langye Kingdom and family.

“It’s rather nice that we were able to make the trips easily as we did,” Xiuying chirped brightly, walking along as Ash’s right. “With how large the kingdom is, imagine if we had been on the outer edges. We’d have been forced to run or fly! Not leisurely walk.”

Errr, the kingdom of Langye is rather large, isn’t it?

“Very large. We’re recruiting into the Sheng Alliance across the whole of it and we don’t have enough recruiters yet. We’ve been recruiting recruiters to go recruit recruiters to recruit people.

“We’re working on it, but it’ll take a significant amount of time for us to truly expand completely to the edges of the kingdom.

“It’s strange that the veils have been silent and the overlaps less frequent. It leaves me feeling somewhat cold inside but… there’s nothing we can do about it.

“I haven’t heard anything from anyone else about it. It’s as if they’ve failed, given up, or just died.”

Sorry.

I know that’s your ultimate goal and what you wanted to achieve.

“I… it was. It was. It doesn’t feel as if it matters as much anymore. There’s so much to do here, so much that we need to accomplish, and so much I wish to achieve.

“I have to admit that realistically I don’t think much about the veils. The wraiths. It’s just… it’s just secondary to me anymore. I exist here for my family and friends.”

Look at you. LBA is well and truly a different memory.

Is this the part where you tell me it’s time to put a baby in you and that you’re going to trad-wife it up in the Hall and never come out again?

“Uhm… maybe. Maybe? Maybe. I… maybe. It sounds very tempting, and now that the ‘first born’ barrier has been broken by someone not in the Brides or your inner circle, it wouldn’t feel like I’m betraying anyone.”

First born barrier?

“Everyone was a bit nervous to try and conceive first. That it’d somehow create some type of… baby… arms race… or something. Don’t worry about it. We’re all well aware that you’re not ready for kids.

“Ju and… our Sheng princess was an exception.

“You did what you had to, to secure what we needed. Even if it wasn’t something you really wanted to do.”

Ash only nodded his head as he walked along.

Princess Ju Langye was a woman with beauty, position, and a quick mind. There was no doubting that she would leverage her position as the Langye princess married to Ash. Her bearing a princess, now referred to as the Sheng Princess by many people, was more than likely going to become a fulcrum for her.

What does Liu think of all this?

She’s been close to the Langye family. Watched all this happen.

Moving toward the gate of the emperor and the Sheng inner-sect, Ash realized belatedly all the guards made way for him. They were well aware of who he was and where he was going.

“She’s actually quite delighted. Princess Ju immediately brought your daughter over to Liu and Gen. Liu is ‘Auntie Liu’ and Gen is ‘Grumpa Gen’.

“Either through her understanding of politics or just being a good person, Ju has quickly brought as many upper Sheng members in as she could.

“Your parents included.

“As far as the Brides are concerned though, we’re not concerned about princess Ju or the Sheng Princess. We’re more than okay with the situation.”

As Ash entered the imperial grounds, he found a very large number of Brides all standing there. There was also a large number of male cultivators as well that would be part of the Sheng Alliance.

No sooner had Ash fully entered the large and open gardens at the perimeter than they all fell into a martial salute.

In response, Ash felt his Dao flare up and begin to throw out heavy booming hammer blows. A steady and demanding cadence that felt a lot like a parade march beat.

Ash’s spine straightened and he found himself looking out to all those who gave him deference.

“Lord Sheng,” they all called out at once, to which his Dao only increased its presence.

He realized that what he could sense in his Dao wasn’t everyone, nor was it a reflection of all those who were part of his movement. There were a great many people who would be part of it, support it, yet not be distinguishable from the whole.

“A far cry from our ten homes on a single street, Lord Sheng,” Na whispered from directly behind him.

“Right?” Ash asked and smiled as he caught sight of Princess Ju, King Hu, Gen Sheng, his sister Yan, and Liu, all standing at the point where stairs intersected with the gardens.

Cradled in Princess Ju’s arms was a baby swaddled in cloth and held tight to her chest. Ash could see she had light brown hair even from this distance.

Unable to focus on anyone other than his daughter, Ash walked right up to Princess Ju. The young woman’s dark hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail and the rigidness he’d seen in her previously was gone.

Her dark eyes had been fastened on Ash until he stopped in front of her.

“Welcome back, Ashley,” murmured the princess. “Your daughter is here. The Sheng princess, our daughter. We’ve yet to name her but… I feel Far is a very suitable name, if you forgive me my boldness.”

Unable to help himself, Ash grinned at the idea of naming his daughter for Mother Far.

“May I?” he asked quietly, wanting to hold his daughter.

“Of course. She’s our daughter,” Ju said with a low laugh, and then gently moved in beside Ash. She carefully transferred their daughter to him.

Staring into the child’s face, he found bright brown eyes gazing up at him.

“Goodness. She’s most certainly as pretty as you are, Ju,” Ash whispered, wondering about the future of this child and where she would go.

“Ashley, you flatterer. We both know I’m no equal to the Brides,” Ju said with another chuckle. “Thank you, though. I’m sorry that… she doesn’t have a Dantian that we can tell.”

“Dantian or not matters very little,” Ash countered, using his index finger of his right hand to gently move the shockingly large amount of hair away from Far’s eyes. “The Sheng Princess will be exactly what she is. Our Daughter.”

“Congratulations, brother,” King Hu said with warmth. “I’m pleased to have a niece. She will have cousins in only a few months.

“While she will be somewhat removed from the throne, she truly will be the Sheng Princess. A lady that walks the line between the Sheng and the Langye. A position of power by virtue of her lineage.

“I think… so long as we’re careful and make sure our families remain a family, there could always be a place for a Sheng prince or princess. It’d keep us close.”

Ash wasn’t really sure how that’d work, but it wasn’t his job to do that either.

If King Hu and Princess Ju wanted to do something along those lines, he wasn’t going to interfere.

The fact that Far Sheng had no Dantian put her in the Langye realm of influence and meant she would be part of their world more so than of the Cultivator’s path.

“I’m sure there will be others among our number that birth children without a Dantian,” Mei offered with a laugh. “It will be good for the children without Dantians to have a world they can work in, while still having deep ties with us when they become adults.”

“Yes, please. Far will need many brothers and sisters after all. Cultivators and Citizens alike,” Ju insisted. “I’ll gladly be Auntie Ju to anyone who wants to prove themselves here. They would have to earn their way of course. Through merit.

“Unless you would have concerns with that, brother?”

“If it was earned through merit, not at all. I think you’ll only have a few who want to join you though, Sister. While I’d love to play Uncle Hu to many Sheng children, I think they’ll all want to work in the Sheng alliance,” Hu explained.

“A valid point,” Gen Sheng whispered from where he stood next to Yan and Liu. “There are far too many open vacancies in the Alliance, and we’re always looking for more.”

Ash nodded his head, his eyes still glued to Far Sheng in his arms.

“You’re all silly,” put in Xiuying with a bright laugh. “Things will be as they are. Children will do what they will. Good, bad, or otherwise!

“All we can do is be parents and elders. That’s all.”

Ash felt like Xiuying had more to say and he glanced over at the pretty Fortune’s Chosen.

As their eyes met, her face became a bright and sudden red.

Yet she only smiled at him and said nothing.

She’s pregnant.

“She’s pregnant.”

Rou couldn’t stop it?

“Rou did everything to her that she did to everyone else. To the point that it’s a wonder any of us have a working reproductive system anymore. Thankfully she can fix it.

“Xiuying’s body decided it was a good time to be pregnant. So she’s pregnant. She’ll tell you when she’s ready I’m sure. When it fits her luck.”

“How long do I have?” Ash murmured and looked back to his daughter. “I imagine the Emperor will know I’m here.”

“He’s said nothing to me. I have heard nothing from him for a while,” Gen admitted. “For all intents and purposes… the emperor and the upper realms are silent. I need to go to the transfer point to the middle realm today and check in as is my routine as the Realm Lord.”

“May I go with you?” Ash asked, unable to look away from his daughter. “I’ve felt a great many things shifting in this realm. Things that are running counter to my momentum and that of the Sheng Alliance. Which in this case, would likely be counter to the Langye family, as they’re my family.”

“Of course,” Liu said, and he felt the Bridal Realm Lord move away from Gen. “First though, please witness what we’ve prepared.”

Lifting his gaze up from his daughter, Ash looked to the gardens.

While he’d been distracted, the Alliance had been busy.

The portal from the cave was here, and it was open.

He had never closed it, after all, so it had remained open.

In fact, he hadn’t closed any of them after having gone through them.

There was an odd whining noise followed by a pop as another portal ring came into existence on the other side of the walkway that split the gardens.

“I found it under the palace,” Locke said, appearing in front of him. Her eyes were on Far Sheng. “It goes to the prison. You’ll need to touch it with the ring.

“And… may… may I please hold the Sheng Princess? My niece?”

Rather than hand his daughter off, Ash looked to Ju.

Who blinked and stared at him as if not sure why he was looking at her.

“Sister Ju, may I hold Far?” Locke asked, looking to the Princess.

“Of course, Sister Locke,” Ju said after blinking twice more, a smile turning her lips upward.

Ash gently handed his daughter off, walked over to the portal, and tapped his ring to it.

No sooner had the portal opened than Brides and Knights began marching out of it.

Surprisingly, an equal number of people began moving through the other portal.

“Well,” Ash murmured as he saw more than a few Brides he recognized coming in through Ghast’s realm. “I suppose that’ll solve some manpower issues, as well as reduce some of the resource problems.

“You’ve been planning this Locke. Quite secretly, too.”

“Jia, Mei, and Na did most of the paperwork and organizing. I just did heavy lifting. I… need a baby. Soon. I need one.

“Far is far too adorable. She feels like a font of goodness.”

Ash only shook his head with a smile as he watched more and more Brides arrive as others left through the other portal.

Not only has the cycle of reincarnation been stabilized, but the lower realm as a whole. I wonder how recruiting will go in the modern world.

***

Flying under his own power, Ash felt rather strange.

He was a peak Awakened Mortal.

If he gained much more power at all, he wouldn’t even be allowed in the middle realm, let alone the lower realm. He’d be forced to transfer almost as soon as he arrived.

Those who utilized internal Qi like himself often had to be taken to the transfer point to be sent over, unlike those who worked their Qi externally.

Like Chunhua, who was flying quite easily along next to him.

Flying through the air while actually reading a book from the modern realm. As casual as could be and without any issue.

“Chu, I’m going to beat you up, tend to you, and then use you like a flying rug,” Hui threatened, flying along in the group.

“Hmm? Oh. Oh! I’m… I’m so sorry,” Chunhua said and made the book vanish. “I just assumed you’d all want to do it under your own power. I’m more than happy to help you all out. You’re my family, after all.

“Does anyone not want me to take over for you? I wouldn’t be offended at all.”

No one said anything.

Several seconds passed and then Ash felt himself stop flying. That the wind had coalesced around him, and he no longer had control over his own body.

“Thank you, Sister Chu. Your kindness is appreciated,” Na said from his side.

“I love you, Chu!” Xiuying squeaked out with a loud laugh. “I could feel you watching over me the whole time! This is much easier though.”

Chunhua only grinned, shook her head, then looked to Ash.

“Being the strongest means I must care for everyone else. Isn’t that right?” she asked, her smile becoming radiant. Her words were exactly what he wanted all of them to think and believe.

Strength was strength.

But it was also a duty.

To protect those who were weak so they could in turn grow strong. That somewhere along the line, those that were once weak might turn around and protect the weak in turn.

“Chu, I’m going to beat you up, care for you, and then insist on Ashley looking you over with Rou in tow,” Mei promised. “I’ve been practicing. It’s almost time for me to retake my place. Thank you for keeping my seat warm for me.”

“Sister Mei, please, take the position from me. Care for me and make me feel secure like you once did for me when I couldn’t care for myself,” Chunhua teased. If anything, her words only demonstrated what Ash had just been thinking about.

“I will beat you all. I was the first and will become the peak,” Jia said formally. “Along with my Dear Mei, that is.”

“Dear Jia, I’m sorry for not mentioning you previously. That’s my fault. Once I retake my seat at the top, you’ll of course be my partner,” Mei acknowledged. “Forgive me?”

“How could I not?” replied Jia.

They’re not banging, are they?

“No. They would find the very idea repulsive if you suggested it. They’re just… very close. More like sisters born a year apart kind of thing. Very close.

“Also, the portal transfers are going well. I’m sorry I couldn’t come with you, but someone has to oversee this. That and… well… I love holding Far Sheng. Ju is being very kind and letting me hold her.

“I think she could use a break as well, so I really don’t think she minds.”

How fucked am I?

With Ju giving us Far, the Sheng Princess, and Xiuying about to announce her own pregnancy any day, how many are going to want children immediately?

“Oh. Uhm… me, Rou, Tala, and… Na, probably. So at least four right off the bat. When you’re done up there, you owe Ghast that dinner. She’s eager to spend time here in this realm. You also have a small meeting with Liu as well.”

Great.

No pregnancies there, I hope?

“Not yet. Later though. They’ll both need a child. As will whoever becomes the Realm Lord for the Modern realm. Cultivator legacies are made through blood and the bed.

“Not with words and actions.

“You knew this though, and it’s why the Sheng Princess is now part of the world.”

Yes, yes. I know. I’m aware.

It’s just… still unnerving to a degree.

“There’s the transfer point,” Gen Sheng stated as he flew at the head of their group.

He was the formal Realm Lord and deserved respect. They would grant him that firstly for being the Realm Lord, and then secondly as he was one of the few Elders in the Sheng family.

“I don’t see the guards, however,” continued Gen, sounding somewhat concerned. “I admit I haven’t been back here in several months, but my understanding is this transfer point should never be unguarded. It’s to protect the realms and the people in them.”

Floating in the middle of the air, high above the ground beneath them, was a strange stone circle. Floating atop a rainbow hued cloud.

It was deactivated and didn’t seem to be powered.

“It… shouldn’t be unpowered, either,” Gen muttered as they closed in on it.

Chunhua brought everyone right up next to it and halted their movement.

“I wonder if we should leave it unpowered until we’re ready to cross,” Hui mused aloud. “It is unpowered for a reason, after all. If we were to power it… we would be inviting everyone to cross over.

“The fact that the guards are gone, its unpowered state, and the Emperor being silent, all lends itself to the idea that something has indeed happened. That we’ve been sectioned off to protect us.”

“I would agree,” Gen harrumphed, staring at the portal. “I feel like we cannot leave this here though. We should take it back with us to monitor it. Place it with the other portals now that they’ve been moved into the inner-Sheng sect, beneath the palace.”

“I concur. While it was nice to have the portals out in the open for the initial movements, having them below in the inner sect is simply more practical.

“Adding the realm-transfer point and keeping it under our control is… honestly in our best interest. Put it in the Hall. It’s a lesser artifact compared to the ring.”

Ash shook his head once, ever surprised and concerned at the power of the One Emperor’s ring and where the man went.

“I’ll put it in the Hall. We can bring it back out where we want it,” he said and stuck it in the Hall. “With that solved for the moment, we should go snuff out the other points of resistance in the realm. There’s some key points that are moving counter to our momentum.”

“Dinner first with Ghast. Meet with Liu. You’re… you’re becoming akin to the Emperor. You must entreat your Realm Lords and work with them.

“If we’re truly locked away as we are, then we must continue to secure the areas we have control of. We must fortify our three realms.”

“Starting tomorrow,” Ash amended. “I need to settle my Bridal Realm Lords, first. That and I want to look at what the Emperor did to you if I may, Elder Gen. My abilities have increased, and I plan on reversing what was done to you and Liu.”

Gen only chuckled at that, looking at Ash with a wolfish smile.

“Who am I to deny my grandson? After all, you’ve given me every wish I could have ever asked for,” he answered. “Though, we should have a quick visit with your aunt, Siu. She still asks about you on occasion. While she may not have been ideal as a family member, she does care for you.”

Bahahaha, he’s still banging master Zha.

That’s great.

I wonder if that means they’re going through with the marriage.

She sure got more than she bargained for.

“Ah, yes… Elder Gen. I wouldn’t mind that,” Siu offered.

“I should probably find my sister,” remarked Chunhua. “Now that we’re back in the Kingdom’s realm that is.”


Seventeen

Ash looked around and felt a smile immediately curling his lips.

Wahst was booming.

While no one could really leave unless they were part of the Brides and Knights, it was obvious the city had received a great number of people from around the fortress.

Because the whole of the once prison was indeed a fortress now.

This was a fallback point that couldn’t be accessed by outsiders without a great deal of work. Anyone and everyone inside would be part of that fortress even if they didn’t know it.

Doesn’t hurt that Brides have gone insane in Wahst and rebuilt… everything.

Shaking his head, Ash was still floored by that fact.

Wahst had been rebuilt from the ground up and was quite lovely.

Materials had been brought in, Brides facilitated construction, and a great deal of effort had been put in. Transforming the city into something altogether different.

“Heights and Lake-City are also looking quite good! Lake-City is an entirely Bride city though. All the citizens from there were relocated to Heights, Wahst, and a few other places.

“It’s a gigantic garrison city where they can come and go from.

“There’s no crime there so no one really minds leaving their homes unattended to for long periods of time. Though more than a few Sheng Alliance members have been hired as housekeepers, pet watchers, gardeners and the like.

“The Knights are forming their own city in a similar way. It’s being carved into the ice beside the ice lake. Then having buildings built into the ground there. They seem to like the cold and don’t mind it.”

Mm.

And Ghast took up residence here in Ghast?

“Indeed! She’s a Realm Lord and prefers the sect in Wahst as a central location. It’s a really good place to recruit Knights and Brides into the fold, and people are always coming here.”

Starting to walk again, Ash joined the flow of people moving out of the market.

No one noticed him and he was but one more person amongst the crowd.

He had managed to talk everyone out of coming with him.

At least, everyone except Na.

She was walking along at his side in normal clothes. Her eyes moving from person to person, scanning everyone that was near them.

As far as he could tell, Rou really had solved the plague, though through a means he still didn’t quite agree with. He was more than certain that others might have died from her treatment.

The alternative, where Na, Jia, and Mei weren’t part of his life, was that untenable to them that they’d taken the drastic action.

“Yes, Husband? I feel your eyes,” Na murmured, never looking away from the crowd.

“Just glad you’re back, Na. I missed you,” Ash said earnestly. “Dear wife, did you not realize it was just as hard on me that you were gone, as it was for you to be away?”

Na quite literally tripped over her own feet and nearly went crashing into the stones as if she were Xiuying. Only being saved by Ash’s reaction of grabbing her at the elbow.

“Goodness, are you taking Fortune’s Chosen lessons from Xiu? Do I need to hold on tight to you?” Ash teased, and then firmly wrapped his arm through hers. Preventing her from pulling away.

“I’m sorry I just… ah… I’m… I’m glad to be back. I just was a bit taken aback that you truly missed me,” Na explained, her free hand coming to rest on his arm.

Grinning, Ash didn’t press her further and just walked her to the sect.

“I’m your wife,” Na blurted out suddenly as they took the last turn before they would reach the front of the sect.

“You sure are, Na Sheng. Did that time away finally cause you to realize that?” Ash asked, glancing over at her.

“Yes. To a degree,” she answered, meeting his eyes as he turned to look at her. She had been staring at him. “Hui made me realize it. I’m your Handmaiden and wife. She is your Strategist and wife. I can be both and your recognition will not be lesser for it.”

My recognition.

More and more people refer to me as Lord Sheng, and even I myself realize I am not who I once was.

Lord Sheng.

The pair of Knights and Brides standing as sentries at the front of the sect saw him and hesitated for only a moment before they all performed a salute for him. They had clearly been expecting him and that wasn’t a surprise.

Ghast knew he was coming to speak with her after all.

“I’m… I want to go see that Bridal Party that refuses to separate. They’re here and asked me to come speak to them,” Na murmured and then squeezed his arm with her hand as they walked through the entrance to the sect. Pulling away from him she looked back to him, smiled, and then started off toward one of the buildings.

Mentally reaching out, Ash took hold of the Bond that linked him to Ghast and began following it. He imagined she would likely be in the quarters he had been in, or around them.

There had been more than a few rooms he had set up since he had expected to remain here for a while.

Sure enough, as he began moving toward it, he immediately knew that it was where he had been sleeping when he was here. A room and living area that was nearly attached to his workroom where he had fashioned the golems.

Several Brides were guarding the doors and opened them for him as he came toward them.

Entering, Ash found that the living quarters had been transformed.

It was quite womanly in its decoration now. Feminine and mature, yet also brightly colored.

There were also a large number of weapons, training dummies, and more than a few large dolls. Life sized dolls that were standing about on stands, free-standing, or sitting around.

“Ah, Ashley!” said a warm and bright voice, causing him to look over to the speaker.

Ren Ghast, his Bridal Realm Lord, was standing near a small table.

She was a woman who was nearly perfect in every way and every time he saw her, he always found himself wondering how she existed as a person, rather than a figment of the imagination.

With a shape and form to her physical dimensions that were ideal, her contours and curves were always eye-catching, even without her clothes emphasizing it.

Today she was in a Bridal uniform that managed to bring the eye to her torso and waist and was hard to look away from.

She had facial features that existed as if they had been placed down to the millimeter. Exactly where they should be and in the perfect dimensions.

A skin tone and complexion that was pale, perfect, and free of any and all blemishes.

Clean, sharp lines for her jaw and nose that also refined her look and gave her an elegant air.

Ghast’s full lips were turned up in a smile that she often wore.

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.

“My lady Ghast,” Ash said, returning the smile. He was glad that she currently had her Dao off. He hadn’t really wanted to deal with the overwhelming urge to kiss her. A problem that’d been solved by him carving controls for her Dao into her back.

“I am indeed your lady,” she said, moving over to him in a way that matched the proud, self-assured, mature woman that she was. With a gait that presented her exactly as she was.

Upon reaching him she caught him up in a hug, which was quite unlike her.

Pressing him in close and tight.

“Your lady Ghast is here for you, Lord Sheng,” she whispered, her hands pressing hard to his back as if to keep him here forever. “Here for you in whatever way you need her.

“And before you fret over it, I’m rather glad my Dao is now the most perfect Bride for Lord Sheng. I’ve already seen my figure shifting, I lost an inch of my height, and my strength and stamina have gone up considerably!

“I’m much stronger as a combatant than I ever was previously. It’s quite nice!”

Ash sighed, grinned, and shook his head.

He hugged Ghast in return and did his best not to think about the fact that he really did have a thing for mature women. Even without her Dao boring a hole through his head and libido, he didn’t want to let her go.

“Would you tell me what it is you need most of me? Of your dedicated lady Ghast? As your Bridal Realm Lord, I’ll do anything within my power to assist,” Ghast asked, unreleasing him, though she did allow the strength in her hands to diminish. Though it seemed she only did that to begin running her hands back and forth across his back.

Awkwardly, Ash let his hands slide down to Ghast’s lower back.

Having the “Most perfect Bride” in his arms was causing his brain to partially fail. His focus was dropping. Because she did seem to be the most perfect Bride already to him.

Damnit all.

Between Siu, Ghast, and you, I’ll never know peace, will I?

“No. But you’ll at least know pleasure.”

“I need you personally, Ren,” Ash mumbled. “Either your allowance and forgiveness, or your personal assistance.”

Ghast turned her head partially and her left hand came up. Her fingernails slid through his hair, and she pushed ever so gently on him till his head was on her shoulder.

“The new realm that I’ll be incorporating is going to take time,” he continued, not fighting her. “Time to build up and truly begin gaining resources. We could easily take them over by force, they’re all citizens, but I don’t think that’d help us in the long term.

“I would prefer it being done slowly and over time.

“With that in mind, I think I need you or… or Si’Sha. It’s a realm without Qi, so I need someone who can generate it and then filter it to others, or who can receive and store great quantities of Qi, and distribute it back out.”

“Oh, now I see why you would wish my allowance or forgiveness,” she said with a throaty chuckle. “You’re going to make me give up my prisoner, hm?”

“Only if you’re willing and if Si’Sha would agree,” explained Ash. “Otherwise I’d ask you to go there and put someone else in charge here. I’m not sure who but I’m sure we could find someone appropriate.”

“Well… would you be surprised to find out I talk with Si’Sha often?” Ghast asked, sounding almost thoughtful to him. “I visit the Hall and talk to her at least once a day.

“While we were enemies beforehand, I find that she and I have a lot of shared problems and concerns that we didn’t realize.

“Primarily amongst them, we both had the inability to have a positive relationship in our lives. No father figures, no significant other, no colleagues.

“Locke was the one to suggest it to both of us, and I think we both agreed if only to say that we weren’t the argumentative one.”

“That’s true.”

“It didn’t take long for us to realize we’re awfully similar. I couldn’t date anyone because it was undermined by my position and Dao. She couldn’t date anyone because anyone in our sphere ultimately aimed for me,” Ghast remarked, her left hand idly curling through Ash’s hair. Her right still moving to and fro across his back. “That’s obviously not really an issue anymore as I’m a Bride of Sheng and she’s a prisoner.”

“So… you wouldn’t mind me attempting to recruit Si’Sha? The realm she’d been administering will be difficult,” Ash started.

“Yes. Very. I’m sure Liu and I will need to assist often. That’s quite fine, though,” Ghast interrupted. “It’s fine. I’ll speak with Si’Sha and recruit her. Leave it to me.

“There’s no need for you to talk to her till I tell you it’s time. She takes a bit to warm up to things.”

“She’s afraid you’ll make a move on Si’Sha.

“To be fair, she’s a mature woman, attractive, and aggressive.

“Which in the past you’ve had a fascination with. Tala, Hui, Mei, Myself.

“So I can’t blame her for caution. But it just won’t do, really.”

“My lady Ghast, I’ll speak with her when I’m ready to do so,” Ash chided her soothingly. “Have no fear, you’re the most perfect Bride I’ve ever met and will be. I’d also like to set up more frequent meetings. For you and I.”

“I’d very much like that,” Ghast admitted, then turned her head and kissed him.

Ash didn’t fight it.

He had gotten what he wanted out of her.

Si’Sha would be instrumental in making the modern realm work.

She generated Qi and could partition it off to others. The very essence of “Ideal” for that realm.

There was no way he was going to make the offer without talking to Ghast first.

Then Ren opened her mouth, her tongue moved forward, and she touched his own with it. Only to retract it but keep her mouth open.

An invitation if there was one.

“Oh… just sleep with her. It’s fine. Her being a Bridal Realm Lord, which really is almost the same rank as Siu as the Bridal Commander, makes it justified.”

Even as Locke said it, he realized that meant she expected him to sleep with Liu and Si’Sha at some point.

“Let’s try missionary with Ren. She’s so pretty,” urged Locke with a growl to her words. “It’d be criminal to not be gazing down at her when we push in.”

Locke… I swear… this isn’t…

“Put your hand to her face as you do it. I love it when you do that. Right on her cheek and behind her jaw. Oh! And say her name. Her full name. Ren Sheng. Say her name as you slowly move inside her.

“Say her name, gaze into her eyes, and then kiss her once you reach the hilt.”

Okay, Locke.

Okay.

As weird as it was, as awkward as the thoughts being sent his way felt, he knew for a fact that Locke only ever steered him to becoming Lord Sheng and as powerful as he could be.

There were too many people depending on him to do any less now.

He pushed his tongue into Ren’s mouth and tightened his arms around her.

***

Meditating, Ash considered what it meant to be Lord Sheng.

For the Brides, the Knights, the Sheng Alliance, and the realm as whole. Not forgetting, the prince consort to Ju.

As well as what and who the One Emperor had been.

Because what Ash came to realize in all of this is that people died twice.

The first time was when their body failed.

The second was when their name ceased to be spoken.

In the case of the One Emperor, the man was well and truly dead, save for perhaps a dozen people who knew he had existed. He was well and truly gone to the point that he wasn’t even a myth.

Directing his attention to his middle Dantian, Ash realized it was complete.

His thoughts of who he was and what he was were quite solid and firm. Fully formed and no longer as malleable as they had been even just a few weeks ago.

How many realms did the One Emperor have.

If we assume that the middle realm is just like the lower realm, and the higher realm is as well, then we’d need… five Realm Lords.

For now, Bridal Realm Lords.

Though it’s likely there will be other types of Realm Lords at some point.

Like Gen being a Realm Lord and working with the royal family.

For now I have Liu, Si’Sha, and Ghast Or… Ren, I guess. It isn’t fair to call her Ghast anymore, and she doesn’t seem to like the name.

“That’s because she’s Ren Sheng, not Ren Ghast. She doesn’t like you calling her by her maiden name. No one does.”

Ren Sheng.

As if in response to his thoughts, a sudden flood of fuzzy, warm, and rather cuddly thoughts pushed at him from the silver pillar that was Ren Sheng.

She always seemed to somehow know if he was thinking about her.

After having spent the evening with her for both dinner and bedroom entertainment, she had only become even more cognizant of him it felt like.

That and cuddly.

Extremely cuddly.

More than anyone else.

Even Xiuying or Tala weren’t as cuddly as Ren Sheng was.

He had no doubt that if he entered the Manse or the Hall without someone, she’d run him down and cuddle him bodily until he made a move on her.

Which he knew he would.

Shaking his head, he threw his thoughts off of Ren and her rather ‘pink’ feelings she’d been pitching his way. They didn’t end, but he did manage to ignore them.

“I can’t live for me anymore,” Ash said in a final moment of clarity as he gazed out as his middle Dantian.

It looked massive now.

Massive, filled with statues, with more of them appearing all the time.

Knights simply appeared in the Dao now, rather than outside of it. Some way or another, they’d elicited a change that brought them in without any help from him.

“No,” Locke said, her voice coming from beside him.

He was sat down in the valley where he had found the One Emperor’s ring.

Oddly enough, it felt like where he had begun this journey was the spot to be at the current point of his adventure.

“I’m sorry, Ashley. Even though we’re not fighting the veils as I thought we would be, you’re still my Chosen One. I don’t think you coming to this realm was outside of fate,” Locke apologized, a warm pair of arms suddenly wrapping around Ash from behind. “I’m not sorry at the same time though. I’m very happy with where we are as a couple.”

Ash grinned, nodded his head, then reached up to put his hands on her hands.

“I’m Lord Sheng,” confirmed Ash. “Your Husband and Chosen One. I’m here to restore the realms to what they should be. Balanced, an equal momentum flowing through all of them, and constantly cycling. A river.

“In the fullness of t—”

There was a sudden flare in his middle Dantian from Liu.

It was distress and concern.

“Liu just came into the Hall. The signal bonfires from the east have been lit,” Locke murmured from his shoulder a second before she laid her head down on it. “Which means Hu Langye and his kingdom is being invaded. Has been invaded.

“In practice, the signal bonfires can be quick. Assuming everyone is paying attention. Even then… it’s likely the invasion occurred hours and hours ago.

“Though we have no idea what kind of invasion. That’s along a veil line.”

As he sat there, still looking into his Dantian, Ash felt his Dao stir.

An echo had washed through it that he recognized to a degree.

Fate was now calling him onward. Its momentum and flow were altering.

His personal momentum was changing course.

“To the east we go,” he proclaimed as he felt everything shift and change. “At least my middle Dantian is done, I suppose. Though… that’s still quite weird.”

Ash turned his senses upward. Likely to where his upper Dantian was, from inside his middle Dantian.

A blue plane that looked more like an amorphous blob of cloud was still there. It was expanding and seemed to be slowly taking shape.
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Moving at a very fast jog the Sheng army, essentially the extremely forward vanguard of the Langye royal family, was powering through endless miles. Chewing them up at a rate that would have most armies absolutely floored halfway through the day.

Except that was just how fast and how far a cultivator could move.

“Cultivator armies aren’t really a thing are they,” Ash asked aloud as he bounded along and looking over his shoulder.

Four or five thousand Brides were nimbly moving along the ground in formation. He knew that there were specialist support Brides embedded throughout to make sure everyone was healthy and fine.

Glancing at those around him, Ash smiled and turned ahead again.

He was currently with Jia, Mei, Na, Hui, Moira, and Tala.

Siu and Locke were working with the Brides.

Xiuying was with the Langye royal family and the royal army that was mustering and preparing to march.

“Most certainly not,” Jia said with a warm laugh. Since returning to the group she had been a very bright and happy woman. As were Mei and Na as well.

Their time on the bench and out of the loop had most certainly given them a new perspective.

“A condition that only Lord Sheng could meet,” Na promptly stated with absolute certainty. “Binding cultivators into a force willing to fight and die for someone other than themselves or their own greed.

“Lord Sheng is… Lord Sheng is Lordly. The answer is Lord Sheng.”

“Dear cousin, I feel as if you’re reverting. Weren’t you just calling him your loving Husband only a day or two ago?” Mei teased, bounding along across the road. “Hui, any response to your partner’s words?”

Hui turned her head and looked to Mei.

“The Handmaiden is correct. Lord Sheng is lordly, and the answer is Lord Sheng,” Hui stated with the same determination that Na had voiced. “We are blessed to share his bed and yet shame him by not carrying his children already.

“I agree with Sister Rou that we must wait, but in the same breath, we are denying him what is his.”

“You two get worse whenever you’re together,” Chunhua offered, then looked to Ash. “Truly. When Na and Hui spend more time around one another they get like this. It’s no wonder that group of Brides only listen to Na and Hui.”

She means those Brides that people keep calling priestesses, right?

“Yes. She does. They only listen to Na or Hui. No one else except maybe you, but we need to keep you away from them. Thankfully they agree with that sentiment at this time.”

They do?

“They believe they’re ‘not worthy’ yet. They also… somehow… got ahold of a group of the new Brides from the modern world. Nearly an equal number of them to their own number. There’s something akin to forty of those priestess Brides now.”

How’d that happen?

“Si’Sha was bringing them through the Hall on a tour to make sure they knew everything that was available to them. She’s rather knowledgeable about everything in the Manse and Hall. Rather than sulking around, apparently she’d been reading and learning while there.

“She’s only been working as a Bridal Realm Lord for a short time, but it’s going well. At least, as far as I can tell.”

Ash had been pleased to see Si’Sha’s silver pillar form almost before the words had left her mouth that she’d take the job as a Bridal Realm Lord.

He now had three of them and they were managing the Brides, a task which was deeply needed at the moment. The numbers involved were at such a point that there were entire infrastructures built up for a chain of command.

Given Locke’s involvement, he didn’t doubt for a second that it was likely based on his own knowledge and what she could pick up from their recent run-in with a modern realm.

That the Brides and the Knights most likely had some resemblance to a modern military.

Given that there were almost ten thousand Brides now and three thousand Knights, it was certainly needed.

Not all of the Brides were here, as some were hanging back as guards for the Langye family and others were guarding critical points and people.

There unfortunately were still more than enough people here that if he had tried to do anything as a leader, it’d have failed without a lot of people in between him and the front-line Brides.

“Is the infrastructure for the Brides changed at all? Is there anything I need to be aware of? The Bridal Realm Lords have their own jobs in the Brides now, how do they fit in?” Ash asked, changing the subject away from himself.

“They are Realm Lords in name and deed,” Jia answered. “They are at a level of a Bridal Commander, similar to Siu in fact. Their job descriptions are different, however, as well as their scope.

“Liu is primarily involved in matters concerning this realm, Ren for hers, Si’Sha for hers. Siu is the commander for all Brides not assigned a location, or more factually, wherever you are.

“We also have a commander in charge of static locations such as the Hall, the Manse, the sect, and others.

“We have been planning this out meticulously.”

“Yes, it’s all well done, Husband. Would you like me to tell you whom all you need to share a bed with by rank? That’s also been planned out,” Mei offered in a very teasing way. “Admittedly I slipped in a few extras here and there just for… well… breeding. Very unique women who we must tie ourselves to.”

Ash wanted to fight her on that, but he already knew he wouldn’t.

That he couldn’t, really.

As Lord Sheng, this was actually very likely expected of him.

“I imagine Si’Sha is in that number,” Ash remarked as he thought about it while he kept running. “So long as they all agree without coercion, I’ll accept it. As Lord Sheng, this is something that would be good for our alliance.”

“You are a wise man for understanding and knowing she would be included, Lord Sheng. Your humble Handmaiden knew you would accept it,” Na said rather jubilantly.

“Lord Sheng is the answer to any question,” offered Hui as she ran along next to Na.

The two then looked at one another, nodded once, and went back to running.

Jia and Mei looked somewhat at a loss but didn’t respond. Each of them clearly far more used to this then he expected them to be. Ash could only guess at the conversations they had by themselves.

As they crested over a small hill, Ash almost ran over Tala. At the same time Moira slammed down into the earth not far ahead.

Coming to a near complete stop, Ash ended up having to partially dodge to the side to not smash into Tala, who tried to dodge to the side as well.

Ash ended up facing her as well as the army that’d been behind him while she faced outward.

“There’s a city up ahead,” stated the big bunny, her cheeks somewhat flushed. She and Moira had been moving far ahead to scout. “It’s currently in the middle of being pillaged and it looks like it’s been ongoing for days.

“It’s a very large army. Very large. Easily forty thousand in and around the city. Moira has more.

“To the south there’s nothing along the border near here, and the defenses are still in place. Further to the south-east, the defenses are destroyed outright.”

“There’s another two armies as well in addition to the first,” Moira said with a nod of her head after approaching. “One isn’t far and is about eighty-thousand strong and another further afield from us that’s about thirty thousand.

“They have a lot of supplies and the like all over. They do not seem as if they’re expecting us yet.”

“Right,” Ash said and glanced over his shoulders. The Brides and Knights were coming to a stop as their company commanders called a halt. “What veil are they from? Did you see it?”

“It… isn’t a veil,” Tala said with a shake of her head. “The veil is gone. It’s not there at all. There’s no… no veil.”

“It’s an invasion from those who dwelt on the other side of the veil,” added Moira, looking non-plussed but also confused. “They’re dressed somewhat barbarically in skins and hides. Their weapons are primarily spears and bows. All the defenses against the veil and the veil overlap were over-run. I assume it’s because without the veil being the entry point, they were able to act more freely.”

“An invasion from a neighbor?” Ash asked, somewhat stunned. This hadn’t been what he’d been expecting.

The numbers involved were mildly terrifying.

Even the Brides and Knights would have difficulties facing that many enemies at the same time.

It was just a question of how many lives it’d take to drag each of them down, but it’d likely happen.

“I also scouted further. There’s several other cities that are currently under siege. They don’t have large numbers attacking and seem to be content to ransack the city they’re at and the surrounding country side,” Moira finished with a small shake of her head. “It’s a lot of troops, Ashley. A lot of troops. Even if you tried to do what you did last time at the Lake of the Fallen Bride, you wouldn’t have enough Qi.”

“There’s more than that though,” Tala pitched in with a heavy inhale, then a sigh. “I think there’s still more troops coming. I have no idea how they massed so many troops to begin with, but there’s still more coming over through the broken veil defenses.”

“It’s an invasion and occupation then, not a raid or anything like that,” Ash muttered and turned to look at Hui. “Hui Sheng, time for you to work that wonderful mind of yours. We’re limited in number, but we’re also far more able to move and adapt. How do we do this?”

“Hit and run. Pick targets to try and save,” Hui started.

“There’s more,” Moira interrupted. “There’s more… the army has a forward element. I can’t guarantee it but they’re probably going to be moving toward the capital. This whole area is just going to be their… backfield. Their supply depot.”

Hui grimaced at that, and her eyes went from Moira to the sky above.

“Okay,” she said. “Still… we still should do hit and run tactics. Now they, we attack their forward element. As they try to form up. Take bites out of them and do our best to harry them.

“If we can get them to rethink marching, then we’re better off for the kingdom as a whole.”

“There’s no way we can attack them directly, right?” Ash asked. He wanted to make sure he was thinking of this the right way. “Their numbers are just too high even for us. Even the Emperor can’t fight tens of thousands directly. He’d be forced to fight in the air or not at all.”

“Yes, their numbers are too great,” Jia agreed. “Those who can fly, should. Such as Sister Chu and others.”

“Hui, I agree with your tactics so far. Do we dare set up defensive lines?” Mei inquired. “I feel like it’s asking to lose lives as, regardless of what we try to build to hold, they’re going to overwhelm it.

“Perhaps we set up disposable fallback positions. Things that would let us take lives, commit to a degree, then fall back without truly engaging.”

“Yes,” Hui murmured, blinked, and then gave her head a very small shake. Her eyes widening. “At some point we’ll have to throw in to a full engagement to stop this, though after the Langye royal army arrives. There’s no way they can leave this massive army moving about.

“Once they arrive, it’ll turn into a bloody and gruesome fight.”

“At that point, we would be best served to take the far-right flank or specialist forces,” Chunhua suggested, looking thoughtful.

“I agree to all of this,” Ash said and realized that despite what everyone had offered, he still needed to make choices. “Chu, Mei, start putting up earthworks. Things we can use to slow them down, chew them up, yet fall away once it seems like we might start taking losses.

“Yes, I know, Brides will die. No matter what I do. I know.

“I want to limit our losses as best as I can, that’s all.

“Anyways… defenses. Throw them up. Things that only work in one direction and that we can flee without a concern.

“Moira, Na, hit and run. Organize it, pick who you need, strike, break away. I don’t care about the target you pick as long as it’s going to either slow them down, hurt them greatly, or make them want to leave.

“Hui, Jia, you’re my brain trust with me. Your job is to find out what I need to know, what’s going on, and keep me updated.

“Tala… my dear cuddly elegant bunny wife. Please use those lovely long legs of yours, run back to the Langye family, and let them know what we now know.”

Everyone nodded their heads as Ash gave them orders.

“Locke, please let Siu know I’m ordering all Brides and Knights to use any and all resources to keep themselves alive. Their lives are worth more than the resources,” he demanded, and then looked out past the point that they’d stopped at.

Distantly, across the field and a long way out, he could see a faint pillar of smoke rising up. He could also faintly see where the city likely was.

There was a mass of specks all around it as well.

Ash could feel the momentum of the Sheng Alliance pooling in these lands.

There was more than just an invasion going on. More than just people with spears and bows with numbers on their side.

He just didn’t know what yet.

Unfortunately, he was certain that he would find out, and more than likely, at the worst possible time.

***

Standing at the top of the wall Mei had constructed, Ash drew back the bow of hardened Qi while holding it sideways. The ten arrows he had laid against it were all drawn against the Qi made string.

Taking in a breath, Ash drew it back, waited for the indicator to flash red, then released his hold on the string. The large heavy arrows that were as hard as steel flew out across the distance.

Vanishing amongst the still ongoing barrage of Qi spells flung by those with external Qi usage.

Once the string went still, Ash summoned up more arrows, made sure they were nocked, drew, got the red light, then loosed.

All the attacks, projectiles, and spells were being thrown at the oncoming barbarian horde. Their numbers were so large that it was hard to miss. The sight of it gave Ash pause and left him feeling like they were in the wrong location.

“I didn’t expect them to charge at us as soon as we started the hit-and-run strategy, damn them,” cursed Hui. “Certainly outside of my plans.”

Drawing up a golden hand, Hui made a claw out of it, summoned a number of golden projectiles, and flung them with a slash of her arm.

Arcing outward, the golden darts landed in the grass ahead of them and stayed there. Nowhere near the enemy.

There was a small field of such projectiles spread out in a wide area already.

When the enemy ran over that area, they would all explode.

“Yes, it is certainly unexpected, though that is how battle is. Is it not?” Jia countered as she stood there watching. She didn’t have a ranged attack for the distance they were at.

Ash let his bow be reabsorbed and he took a breath. He didn’t want to expend too much of his Qi here. With so many Brides deployed and so few remaining elsewhere, Qi wouldn’t be as readily available as it had been in the past.

They would all need their own.

Other than the ever-bubbly Ren Sheng, once Ren Ghast, trying to spoon feed me Qi.

Even as he stood there, Ren was just about gushing with very cuddly, pink, bright, happy Qi. Filled to bursting with the giddy giggling undertones of a very mature woman who seemed to be experiencing an extreme bout of puppy love.

Except it wasn’t puppy love, and beneath that happiness was a deep and burning pit of lava that was her sexual desires. All bent toward Ash, what they’d experienced with one another and how much she wanted more of it.

Si’Sha, for her part, was cautiously attempting to provide him Qi, though she wasn’t trying very hard. Liu and Ren were more than eager enough that she didn’t have to do much yet.

“I am very glad to have returned to the fold,” Jia said, stepping closer to Ash. A moment after and he felt her hand on his lower back. “I missed you, Ashley. You were my first and only love and I feel like we grew up together. It is very hard for me to be away from you.

“Oh! I saw my brother briefly. He is a father now, and my nephew is quite adorable. I wanted to bring him around for you to see him, but Ehrinis is being especially protective of him. Not that I blame her. I am not sure I could allow another to bring my child around.”

Ash raised his eyebrows. He was mildly unnerved by how relaxed Jia was about this.

He certainly wasn’t feeling as easy-going at the moment. There was the distinct possibility people would be dying.

Brides would be dying.

It was entirely possible it could be people he knew and cared about.

“Well, when this is done, we will need to plan my own pregnancy, as well as what to do about my family,” Jia said as if it were as simple as discussing flower arrangements. “Because with the portal sealed for the moment, we will be able to plan when we go up. My brother and I will have to report in, after all.

“It would be better to show up with a child inside of me, or in my arms, when we do. That way there is no question as to my relationship with you.”

You know, even after living here as long as I have.

Being around Cultivators as much as I have.

I still haven’t completely assimilated their culture.

“I don’t think you ever will, my darling. But that’s fine. Again, it’s why you draw in so many of them. You care and don’t want to use them.

“That doesn’t mean that they don’t want to use you, despite caring.”

I mean, yeah, that’s fair. I just—

A beam of Life-Qi flashed across the distance toward the defensive emplacement.

Even as it crossed the distance, Ash had felt it coming through his Dao. Knew exactly what it was.

Throwing down a massive Qi shield, and losing a great deal of Qi in doing it the way he was, he managed the timing. The ramp dropping down in place just as the Life-Qi struck.

It was angled up off the ramp and into the sky above.

“I’m already warning everyone to ready their protective charms, spells, and artifacts!”

Withdrawing what Qi he could, which wasn’t much since he had detached the ramp to make it go faster, Ash was deeply concerned.

What Qi he drew in, he diverted to the Hall and the Bonds of Sheng. Sending it out to anyone who wasn’t full.

Mostly because Ren and her rather attention-needy self had acted swiftly. Filling him with cuddly Qi that was just about moaning at him in need.

It reminded him of Siu, actually.

Forcing himself to be ready, he called on his Dao, readied himself, and prepared his middle Dantian to respond quickly. He wasn’t about to do anything other than play defense now that the Demonic Cultivators had revealed themselves.

“I suppose we have our answer,” Hui grumbled with a snort.

“I suppose we do at that. The invasion is part of the Demonic Cultivators, and it really is the worst time,” Ash hissed, then threw out an oval shaped Qi shield. Hurling it far down the line for what he could feel coming through his Dao.

A beam of Life-Qi struck it dead on.

Unfortunately, Ash had been forced to release it rather than hold onto it to get it there in time.

Which meant it was launched straight into a group of Brides. He was sure there were some injuries there, but a death was very unlikely.

Ash could tell that there was a great deal of Life Qi heading their way in the huge mob of barbarians charging across the field at them.

“We should pull back,” Ash muttered with a shake of his head. “The losses will grow if we stay longer. There’s a lot of Demonic Cultivators in there.”

Worst possible time indeed.

I wonder how many people they drained of their lives out of so many tens of thousands of people.

“That… is not a fun question.”

Another beam of Life Qi came out across the distance, but it was much further away. There was no way Ash would be able to block it.

Several abilities were used, an artifact was activated, and the beam blew through all of them. It was greatly reduced by the time it struck the line of Brides taking cover in the stone earthworks.

Ash had no idea if it’d hit anyone, but he felt like it was likely.

Damnit.


Nineteen

“This is insufferable,” Ash growled as a pack of barbarians shifted over his way to take up the hole he had just made. Standing on the corpses of their countrymen.

“There is no other way to fight them, than like this at the moment,” Jia answered and brought her hands around in a swirling motion. Water Qi bled off her arms as she did it, and then a jet of water came out behind it. “As the right flank of the Langye royal army, we are in a position of power, and weakness. We cannot fold, we must endure.”

Jia was right of course.

Ash and his army performed a series of rolling retreats that littered the field with the dead of their enemy repeatedly. Over and over.

Till they were only a day or so away from the Langye army.

At which point they broke away completely and met up with them to take a short rest.

That rest had only lasted a single night as the enemy hadn’t let up and had continued to rush ahead until they met the Langye royal army.

Today was the day of their first major battle, and it was a bloody one after the first hour already.

Jia’s water element creation formed as she moved her body, thinned, and became slightly curved.

Then it slashed out.

Attacking the enemies before them, it took down a number of people, sending them to the grass and dirt. Only be trampled by their fellows.

Hui stepped forward and made a thrusting motion with the hand that was black and filled with Death Qi. Projectiles in the shape of what legitimately looked to be skulls to Ash quite literally screamed out from her. Any person they touched collapsed to the ground and lay there unmoving.

“I will likely be empowered from this, but in the same breath, this is almost too much,” Hui complained. “We are smashing ants with boulders. Yet if the ants are so numerous, they will drag us down even as we try to crush them. This is far more dangerous than we expected.”

Ash couldn’t argue that point.

He had felt several Bonds of Sheng fail as Brides died.

Whether due to Life Qi being used as a weapon or just being dragged down into the mass of foes, he wasn’t sure. They’d died regardless of the cause and of that he was certain.

No sooner had the first fallen than he felt compelled to try and wipe out the army in the way he had last time.

Only to find that their Qi was stretched to its near full usage.

Ren was sending him what she could, but it was limited.

Liu was in the same position if not worse.

Si’Sha was pushing all the Qi she generated and what else she had at him, but it was minimal.

The only places with a reliable supply of Qi were the Hall and Ash himself, and he was acting the part of a conduit to the rest of the Brides.

Because if they ran out of Qi, it was more than likely that losses would immediately start going up faster and faster. If Ash attacked this army as he had done in the past, he wouldn’t be able to kill them all, and the remaining barbarians would still number in the tens of thousands.

And after such an attack, there would be no Qi left to provide for the Brides to defend themselves with.

Ash waited for the barbarians to close on him and then lashed out with his butterfly swords. The broken one held in his left hand was more akin to a shattered dagger, but he had noticed something after his encounter with the projection.

The edge of it had been keen.

Sharp to the point that it had been able to scratch into stone without a problem.

Surprisingly, its length was as long as the original butterfly sword, it had just lost most of its belly. There was something going on with it and he wasn’t sure what.

For now, he could use it as an off hand parrying dagger and stabbing weapon.

The right butterfly sword neatly caught the lead enemy at the wrist and lopped off the hand without issue. The left butterfly sword shot forward in a stab and caught the same enemy in the gut.

Twisting his hand around, Ash ripped the weapon back out.

Dropping their weapon, the man clasped their hands to their stomach as their guts rapidly spilled out of the hole that’d been made, the barbarian wasn’t aware of their surroundings.

Ash ignored them and looked at the one next to them.

Their spear was rather short and was being thrust forward at Ash.

It was slow.

Fighting these barbarians was no different than fighting citizens.

They were all incredibly slow.

Slow to the point that it really was just as Hui had said.

Crushing ants with boulders.

The problem was their numbers, that it didn’t matter if they were slow if you were dragged down by a mob of them.

Ash tapped the shaft of the spear to one side with his left-hand weapon, stamped a foot down, and thrust forward with his right hand. The butterfly sword sunk into the woman’s chest, bit deeply, and then Ash wrenched it to the side and jerked it free.

Whenever he pulled his weapons free, he did his best to cause more damage. To put people down.

This wasn’t a time and place to feel pity or remorse.

Ash had a moment’s warning that echoed loudly through his Dao before the ground around him rippled and shifted.

Knocking Ash to the ground and slamming him to the turf. Before he could even realize he was face down in the grass, and that it tasted quite awful, he was rocketed upward.

His limbs came out and he felt like he was pinwheeling through the air.

Only to hit the ground again.

With a groan, Ash pushed himself up to his feet and quickly looked around. He needed to be on guard because he genuinely had no idea what was going on.

He immediately attempted to throw himself into the Hall, but found it was oddly unresponsive to his call. There was no ability to shift himself into it.

Except he knew without trying that he could call and send items to and from the Hall.

Just not himself.

Not to mention it didn’t feel like it was blocked, just that the transmission aspect was unresponsive.

The hell?

Ash tried to focus on what was going on around him.

Once he did, he realized he was surrounded by the enemy. All around him were barbarians that were collecting themselves and getting to their feet.

Unsure of which way to go, Ash instead began laying about himself with his butterfly swords. Slashing forward at the closest man, then stabbing at the man next to him.

Ash dialed in to his Dao and let his lower and middle Dantian fall into its pace.

Throwing out a kick, Ash felt the top of his boot splinter a woman’s face as she turned to face him. When his foot touched the ground Ash let loose with a wide slash and threw his Qi into it.

A wide wake of power came out from behind it that was as sharp as his butterfly swords’ edge.

It didn’t extend that far, but it was far enough that he might as well have been using a two-handed sword instead. The Qi powered attack slashing enemies apart and throwing them about.

Throwing out a stab, Ash empowered it as well, projecting a great deal of force directly out in front of himself. Sending enemies backward into their own numbers.

Shifting his weight, Ash turned around.

His Dao had thrown out a discordant note as it beat along to its own momentum.

Warning him that there was a change.

Several men with spears were all thrusting out at Ash even as he turned to face them.

His right butterfly sword was in the lead position, allowing Ash to throw out a crosswise slash. The Qi wave that came out behind it was more than enough to scatter the spearheads to one side.

The second slash from Ash came back around on a horizontal plane, the Qi wave striking them in their mid-sections. Rather than being torn open, the men were thrown to the side.

Taking two steps forward and away from the enemies that were more than likely closing in behind him, Ash pushed out with another stab from his left hand.

It created a small area that was free of enemies and let him slide into it.

All the foes that were encircling Ash were aware of him now and all of them struggled to get at him, while managing their compatriots that were attempting the same.

Those with spears were the biggest issue for Ash, as they would have the ability to stab at him from a distance. Enemies with swords would find it much harder to get at him due to the size of their own bodies and that others were as packed in as they were.

A large man that was easily six foot six slammed into the ground in front of Ash. It was as if he had jumped from somewhere else and landed here.

He wielded a large moon bladed axe and had the look of a man who had spent his life fighting and killing. He was covered in scars, scabs, and animal hides. His head and face were hard to see as he was wearing a bear’s head as a cap and shawl.

Not waiting, the man lunged forward at Ash, his massive axe-head’s spike leading the attack.

It was also at full speed.

Whatever this man was, it was neither citizen nor Demonic Cultivator. Yet he had some type of power that let him fight a cultivator on an equal level.

Ash fell backward onto his left hand and kicked upward with his right foot.

Timing it perfectly, his boot connected with the flat of the axe and slammed into it. Sending it flying upward and away from Ash.

Putting his hands to the grass, Ash rolled backward, then dashed ahead.

The large man was struggling to recover his posture given the size and weight of the axe. Ash had given it a full force kick to try and knock it aside and give himself time.

Leading out with a slash toward the man’s leading leg, Ash’s butterfly sword slashed forward. Just as the blade edge struck the armor, Ash was thrown back by a savage punch.

Realizing that he couldn’t recover his weapon quickly, the man had released his left hand and threw it out at Ash in a hook.

The timing had been bad, but Ash had managed a strike. There was a slow trickle of blood seeping out from the man’s leg armor.

His axe was buried into the ground, partially behind him and held with his right hand. His left hand was out in front of himself, and he was shaking it out.

Clearly the return damage in Qi-Thorns generated from the attack was working.

Given the strength of the blow, it wasn’t a surprise that the man felt it. It’d been so strong in fact that it had staggered Ash backward.

By the time Ash had been able to fully recover his stance, the man had gotten his Axe up in front of himself. He was looking a great deal more cautious now.

Ash smiled, then attached the heavy chain to himself that he’d earned from exchanging blows with the man. A strange and ferocious Qi began to struggle its way into his Dantian.

It didn’t match the power Ash used and fizzled out no sooner than it reached him.

A second after that and the Qi Chain failed and fell way. Vanishing into nothing as if it hadn’t existed.

Whatever the power they used was, it was real, but it wasn’t something he could convert.

“Ash! I can’t come out of the Hall to you, there’s a strange interference! The others are making their way to you!”

Great.

Ash wasn’t really in the best place to have a conversation or any type of meaningful exchange.

Several spears came out from the crowd around Ash, and he was forced to partially turn to the side, lash out with his sword, and throw an empowered attack out.

Trying to keep his eye on his opponent at the same time, Ash tried to keep himself ready.

As if sensing that this was a great time to attack, the axe-wielding man swung out in a massive sideways slash. The big blade coming across in a near flat horizontal arc parallel to the ground.

Given the size and reach of the axe, it looked as if it would be quite limited in its usage.

Ash wasn’t going to trust that though, as he’d seen people use similar weapons with a great deal of speed and dexterity. There was no subtlety in the attack though, and Ash didn’t have room to move.

Even as he attempted to step away from the attack, his Dao warned him that there were enemies behind him. Letting out a discordant honk in warning.

Rather than fight the momentum of the situation, Ash leaned into it. It was what he knew and how he fought.

Reshaping momentum was nothing more than a tool in his toolbox.

Turning fully around, Ash found a rather fat man with a club. This was the problem that was behind Ash and would have been an issue.

Moving toward this rotund individual, Ash escaped the axe’s path.

Reaching the man, Ash grabbed stabbed him in the shoulder, as well as low in his gut, and more or less threw the man backwards at the axe wielder. Ash had already seen that a return attack would be coming along through his Dao.

Before Ash could even turn around there was a meaty and wet thump, and Ash felt something hot and wet splatter across his back and side. He didn’t even have to guess that the fat-man had just been bisected, and Ash was now painted in a color that could be only described as “hemoglobin red”.

Ash saw a barbarian woman too close and slammed his butterfly dagger into her shoulder. Causing her to drop her spear and grab at the wound as soon as Ash pulled his weapon out.

Casting his left weapon into the Hall, he snatched up the woman’s spear and held it in his left hand.

Fully turning away from the barbarians, Ash dashed toward the axe wielder.

His Dao and the momentum of the situation felt correct at this exact time. This was the moment he needed to be ready for.

Ash saw that the fat man had been slashed apart by the axe, and he was folded backward at the middle. It seemed as if only his spine was intact, and his body had crumpled on itself. His boots were nearly touching the back of his head.

The axe wielder was having a rough time right now as a long coil of intestines had gotten wrapped around the axe head. No matter which way he moved the weapon around, it just jerked the dying fat man about or pulled more intestine free.

Cocking his left arm back, Ash hurled the spear forward with all the force he could muster and kept running at the man.

Twisting his body to the side, the axe wielder managed to dodge the spear, and it shot past him. Trails of force and Qi blew off the spear as it continued on into the barbarians behind him.

Ash momentarily saw body parts and people being flung about as the weapon went before he reached his foe. Re-summoning his broken butterfly sword, Ash reached the man as he worked to recover his weapon.

Rather than attacking him directly, Ash stomped a foot forward at the point that the axe had been stuck out in front of the enemy. Put there to keep Ash back.

Slamming his left-hand weapon down into the wooden haft as it intersected the axe, Ash then began to hack at it repeatedly with his right-hand sword. The blade coming down in rapid succession thrice before the man realized what was happening.

Jerking the gut covered axe away from Ash the man swung it up and away, jerking the dying fat man around on the ground once again.

Unfortunately the strength of the pull had yanked Ash’s left hand butterfly sword out of his hand, and it was now stuck to the axe’s haft just beneath the head.

Growling loudly, the man brought his axe head over, grabbed Ash’s sword at the hilt, and then twisted his hand over. Snapping the blade at the hilt.

He flung that into the crowd and then held his axe out toward Ash again.

Bastard.

Shaking his head, Ash summoned a short sword out of the Hall and called it into his left hand.

Having used the butterfly sword as a stabbing weapon, he found it had been rather useful in that regard. A short sword could be used in an equally useful way.

I should carve some runes into both swords. That way they’ll stand up better in the future.

I couldn’t have relied on Qi weapons in this situation either.

Every scrap of Qi is needed.

Throughout the entirety of the fight, Ash had been managing Qi levels for the Brides. Pushing it at them whenever it seemed as if they weren’t at their best and keeping them topped off.

Because as Lord Sheng he was responsible for keeping them at their peak.

It happened so naturally now that Ash didn’t even think about it anymore.

“Get out of my way!” came a woman’s roar.

A second after that and Tala came into view after her big two-handed sword quite literally cleared a path. The big and wide blade laying about devastation to everyone in her way.

No sooner than her sword had finished its momentum than she brought it back in the other direction at a different angle. The blade moving with such speed and swiftness that she had literally killed or wounded at least thirty barbarians by the time she entered the small clearing around Ash and his enemy.

Na came in right behind her, a jade spear whipping about in extremely wide arcs. He knew first hand that while the staff of her spear was blunt, it still struck with a great deal of force.

The fact that it hit the crowd and carried through them made Ash contemplate just how much strength she was putting into the strikes.

Mei came after those two, two large swords held in her hands as she slashed at anyone who was close enough. Looking strangely like a spinning top with how heavy her swings were. Causing her to literally rotate, her feet tapping at the ground as she spun along.

The three of them made it to Ash and settled into position near him, all of them spattered liberally with blood and looking horrific.

Healthy and whole, thankfully.

Any losses I need to know about?

Ash was terrified he had lost people he cared about.

“Almost? Siu was with the Langye family serving as the Bridal commander and they were attacked. Xiuying… well… Xiu somehow got her foot stuck in a hole, broke her leg in the doing of it, and fell on Siu.

“An arrow launched with extreme force cut through the air she had just been in.

“It might as well have been Qi powered.

“Someone with a very nasty bow is out there. Likely quite similar to the axe man in front of you.”

As if unwilling to wait, Tala turned to the barbarians around them and started in with her sword again. The big weapon coming out in massive fiery swings that carved people apart, set fire to everything it touched, and cleared a path.

Na shoved Ash toward Tala’s back and fell in directly behind him. Her spear held out in such a way that she could use the front of it on his left and the butt of it on his right.

Mei took the rear, her swords held out as if inviting someone to step close enough.

The axe wielder made no move to chase after them, though the bear head tracked Ash as he was escorted out.

Tala continued to clear the way, her massive cleaving strikes decimating everyone in front of her.

“A great deal of their line has fractured away and they’re slowly breaking. We are most certainly not chasing them, though the Knights will. This’ll be the best moment for them to employ their abilities.”

How bad is it?

“Pretty bad, honestly. The royal army easily lost twenty percent of its number in dead and wounded. They have reinforcements coming but still, it’s a lot.

“We ourselves lost a number of Brides I’m afraid, in the dead. No wounded at all. Wounded are almost immediately recovered as they transport themselves to the Hall and Rou and her people are there.

“It’s unavoidable… but those who survive grow stronger. Veterans and those who learn.”

Ash didn’t like that at all, but he knew it was the simple reality.

Fine… I’m sure you’re scanning the battlefield. Anywhere I need to be here to help?

I couldn’t use the Hall earlier. Is there any like that that I need to go heal?

“No. No one had any issues using the Hall. You did though?

“Hm. Someone was targeting you personally then.

“Then again, someone tried to assassinate Siu.

“It seems we’re being targeted directly.”

Fine. Do I need to go to the Hall and help?

“No. Rou and her people have it well under control. You’re not needed there either.

“Just be Lord Sheng. Go stand at the front of your Brides and be Lord Sheng.”

Ash didn’t like that answer, but he knew it was probably the one he needed to hear.

Tala burned her way through the barbarian masses ahead of him, Na kept their sides clear, and Mei was a spinning top of violence at their rear.

Lord Sheng had survived a near thing.

It would indeed be best if he was highly visible.

Would bone carvings have saved lives here?

Is it time to do that?

“I… it’s… still a bit early. I need to test a bit more, but we’re close.”

Locke… finish your testing by today.

Finish it by today, and I’ll give you whatever you want, in whatever way you want.

I do mean anything.

Even if it’s giving you a child.

“I’ll finish it up today, dear. You can begin carving tomorrow. Do you have any thoughts on what you want to start with?”

A base level improvement.

I want to enhance everyone’s regeneration, clotting, strength, endurance, and agility.

I want the bone carvings to be generic, applicable to everyone, and enhancing them greatly.

I’m sure there will be those who will benefit from more unique carvings, and for those I will, but I’m sure the vast majority of the Brides would be better served by just granting them better baseline abilities.

I’m sure all those I’m close to will need unique carvings.

After that, I want you to carve into my own back, Locke Sheng.

Then my bones.

You’ll have to help me come up with what I need.

“I… that…. ah… okay… dear… okay. I can help with all that.”

Exactly. Who are you if not my beloved Locke Sheng, my wife who was and now is yet again a deity?

While everyone tries to claim their own positions and what their ranks are, I think you’re most likely Lady Sheng. You just have been laying low and let everyone else fight.

There was a deep silence in return from Locke at that.

Ash didn’t miss an odd echoing feeling that came back through the Hall, though.

Obsessive and yearning.

It reminded him of how he felt Yue used to look at him.

Not for the first time, Ash wondered if maybe Locke was more similar to Yue than she wanted to admit, and that’d been why she seemed to expect something different from her.


Twenty

“The Knights are returning,” reported Na from his right. “Sister Chu is coming back down as well.”

Ash glanced up above.

Moira, Chunhua, and a number of other Brides had taken to the sky and were acting the part of aerial bombardment during the battle. Given the Qi limitations, it hadn’t been as useful as he’d hoped it would be, but it had certainly helped.

“Alright,” Ash said, still standing at the front of the Bride force. They had long ago turned to their own needs and wants. The Knights picking up the fight as the enemy took to flight.

That didn’t mean Lord Sheng could turn away from it.

Though, that’s partly why they’re able to do it I suppose. If I stand at the fore, at the very front, they will feel that they can take a moment.

“Yes, it’s very helpful. They’re working through their walking wounded and sending those to the Hall that need more help than they originally thought.

“There’s… there’s also body reclamation ongoing as well as equipment looting. While we don’t need the spears, armor, or weapons, it doesn’t hurt to collect them for later.

“Prisoners, too. A great deal of prisoners. There’s many that are wounded that we can patch up and then use as we need.”

Use as we need.

We live in such a brutal world.

“It’s not so bad. That modern realm seems worse to me in some ways, better in others. It’s a tradeoff.

“This world rewards personal growth, strength, and power, though failing in any of that can often lead to a quick death.

“The modern one provides a better base for more people to live somewhat comfortably, but an even far more limited means to the top. Strength and power are roped off due to their laws and limitations.

“There are many from that realm who have volunteered to be Brides.”

Oh? How’s that going?

“Very well. We’re recruiting, but it’s slower than the other realms. Part of that is ensuring that we don’t have any spies from the other nations entering the ranks.

“Adding on top of that, the need of a Dantian and the other restrictions other Brides have put into the selection process… well… it’s limited.”

They’re still enforcing that stupid maiden thing?

“Yes. They’re doing it themselves now despite me changing the doctrine in the Bridal Guide. There are very few exceptions to the rule, and it seems there won’t be any made without the candidate being put in front of you.

“Speaking of, there is around ten candidates that you need to look over. They failed the maiden aspect of the testing, but aren’t in active relationships. Their Dantians and talents are large enough that the Bridal recruiters were willing to overlook their… ‘lack’ as they called it.”

Ash sighed at that news.

He really didn’t like what the Brides were doing at a recruiting level, but he supposed unless he wanted to take a direct hand in it, they would continue to do as they wished. This was all part and parcel to him not involving himself at a deep level in their business.

Am I doing it wrong, Locke?

Should I involve myself and force what I want?

“No. Their wishes and desires bind them together and honestly blends back into the motif that everyone has set up. It might rankle your morals a bit, and I understand it, maybe it’s even a bit cringe-worthy for you, but it’s their own choice. It’s their own organization.

“You’re the nominal leader as ‘Husband’ but also not really. It’s more like… a fan group.”

Ugh.

Alright.

Chunhua landed without a noise near him, put her hands behind her back, and slowly walked over to him. She had an odd look on her face that caught his attention.

It was cute and curious, if he had to describe it.

She’s still the lead wife?

She should technically be called Mistress Sheng?

“Yes. Mei nearly beat her, as did Jia, but Chunhua still won. Hui has come the closest to beating her, but even then, Chunhua won. She promptly dressed their wounds, and dressed them in prepared clothes she had made specifically for them. Pretty clothes, even. Mended any tears in the fabric of their old clothes, laundered them, and put them back in their rooms.

“She has literally fostered a change on them all and she relishes in it. Even in other fights that don’t concern her, the winner really does take complete responsibility of the loser.

“It’s a bit of a competition to one-up each other as the winner, too.”

It… won’t harm Mei if I acknowledge Chunhua as Mistress Sheng?

“No! If anything it’ll motivate her to try harder. Xiuying ended up wrangling the position next to you by virtue of her luck. You reinforcing their own little pecking order and that they’re doing it with kindness would help.”

“Mistress Sheng, do you need something of your husband?” Ash asked, meeting her eyes and giving her a smile.

He felt it when the eyes of all the Brides around him, snapped to him. There was an intensity in their gaze.

Most especially in Jia and Mei who were off to his left. He had seen their heads snap in unison toward him at his words.

“I’m… well, Husband,” Chunhua said lightly and drifted over to him.

When she drew close enough, Ash lifted a hand to her, which she took.

Drawing her in close he pushed her up to his side, put his arm around her, and laid his hand just about on her throat. Right where he put it with Mei, Xiuying, and Siu.

Chunhua’s body went rigid, and he felt her entire back straighten.

Letting out a soft cough, Chunhua otherwise remained motionless against his side.

“Relax, Mistress Sheng,” Ash offered in a warm tone. He deliberately ran his fingertips against her skin. “This is your position by right and virtue, is it not? Isn’t this what you wanted? That you now deserve?

“The weak little cultivator who was going to be bartered off for a handful of spirit stones? Become the mighty sorceress known as Mistress Sheng? The lead wife?”

Chunhua took in a short and sharp breath, then nodded her head.

“I’ve earned it,” she said in a rush of exhaled breath. “I’m the current Mistress Sheng. I am. Chunhua Sheng.”

“That you are. Now. Stand here, be regal, be Mistress Sheng while I’m Lord Sheng, and we wait for the Knights,” he instructed in as low a voice as he could.

“Oouuuu, that’s just burning them up. I can already tell Mei and Jia especially are going to redouble their efforts. So long as one of them can win that place they’ll be happy.”

“Good work by the way,” Ash said and then leaned over to kiss Chunhua’s temple. “You led the forces in the air masterfully. I was impressed by you, my dearest Chu.”

Chunhua, who had just barely begun to relax, stiffened up again.

Before suddenly turning toward him and pressing her face into his neck. Her hands grasping at his waist and holding onto him.

“More please, Ashley,” she whispered in a needy way that he recognized.

It was just like Hui.

She wanted reinforcement. Something that most cultivators were in precious short supply of.

“You’re an impressive woman, my Chu,” Ash began. “As impressive as the moon on a cloudless night. Undeniable in its luminescence and as gloriously bright as the sun in a demure and reserved way.”

Ash was only getting started. He was going to lay it on thick.

Mistress Sheng should receive a great deal of positive reinforcement.

I’ll consider it one of the rewards.

“Well… I imagine Hui is going to go mad with her training, then. Absolutely mad.”

Standing there, watching as the Knights came back at a slow jog, Ash laid out an endless stream of positive affirmations into Chunhua’s ear. His arms wrapped around her at the same time.

He made sure to impress upon her the fact that while he gave her a starting point, the rest all fell to her. Her and her efforts to become more.

When the Knights reached the lines, Ash gently pushed Chunhua back, put his arm back around her, then began walking towards the rear. Back to where he felt Siu waiting for him.

She was with Hu Langye and his generals, acting as the communication point for the Brides and the royal army.

Since the battle had ended, Ash had been able to start allowing Qi to return to the Hall. They’d easily spent twenty percent of what was held there to keep everyone’s Dantians full.

Moving through the impromptu defenses, triage stations, and soldiers, Ash realized he hadn’t given any orders to the Brides or Knights.

Glancing over his shoulder to where they had been, he found one and all, they were gone.

He did note that everyone other than Rou, Xiuying, and Locke was with him.

Back to the Manse and the Castle?

“Yes. One and all. It’s their barracks, hospital, home away from home, break room, everything.”

Join me, Locke Sheng.

Locke materialized not far away. Dressed in the traditional Bridal uniform, she quickly pulled her weimao back from her head. She quickly moved to Ash’s right and took up a position beyond Hui, who was beside Chunhua.

On his left were Mei, Jia, and Na.

Behind him were Tala and Moira.

“Sister Rou is far too busy. I wish we had more Qi Healers so she could join us more often,” complained Mei.

“She is doing the job she’s been trusted with,” Chunhua countered, only to let out a sigh. “She is indeed far too busy, however. We work to ever increase the number of people who can help her, but that doesn’t change that she wants to be there whenever there’s a problem.”

“First Bride Rou does as she wills,” Ash added when everyone else fell silent. “I would expect no less from the partner of Mistress Sheng. The First Bride has to support the Mistress in their determination, even if it isn’t combat. Isn’t that right?”

“Oh dear. Well. I do like the title. Mistress as in the head of the household. First Bride, the second to the mistress. We’ll have to figure out honorary titles for Bridal Commanders to take up and compete for.”

Ladies-in-Waiting?

Keepers of the Veil?

The Betrothed!

“You… just… stop, you silly thing. Your brother-in-law is right there.”

“Lord Sheng!” the king called as Ash walked up to him. He was surrounded by generals, attendants, and advisors. “Bridal Commander Siu has kept me apprised of your situation and numbers. Thank you for providing such an intelligent individual as our liaison.”

“Of course, Siu Sheng is a wonder of a wife to me,” Ash said with a smile and a glance to the woman in question. She already had her fan out in front of her face and was lightly fanning herself. “Her aunt is Gen’s fiancé, you realize. Family is all around you, brother Hu.”

Hu’s smile brightened at that and then he chuckled.

“Yes. It does seem I have a lot of family to call upon. It’s been quite enlightening. I thank you as well for the weapons and armor you provided my royal guard,” Hu said with a dip of his head. “It gave them a much greater chance to survive today’s fight.”

“It wasn’t a problem,” Ash said, then took in a breath and blew it out just as quickly. “What do you want to do? We killed many yet many remain. They made no attempts at communication and what I did hear felt like a different language.”

“We must fight them, of course. We must fight them. We must retake our land and drive them out,” King Langye said with conviction. “I’m calling up more recruits and I’ve pushed a conscription out. We’ll have the numbers but not quickly. We must hold them, bleed them, or delay them, until we have the ability to fight them at parity.”

That’s not likely to happen any time soon.

“I… understand. Then I will go on your behalf to attempt to bring the weapons of war we need to make this battle move along,” Ash said with a grim smile. He’d had a thought bubbling away at the back of his mind for a while.

One that he couldn’t really deny any longer given the situation.

“I turn the Brides over to Bridal Commander Mei and Bridal Commander Siu. Bridal Commander Hui will be their adviser.

“The Knights will be put to Knight Commander Tan’s leadership,” Ash said. “I’ll take Mistress Sheng, Na, Jia, and Tala. Everyone else will remain here to assist.

“Before anyone argues, I’m taking those with me that I believe I will need, and ask the rest of you to remain here to help. Protect your sisters and our family. I don’t like being separated from you, but you have abilities that I need to utilize here.”

Ash had said the last while looking particularly at Mei and Moira.

Those two disliked being left behind in such a visceral way that he half expected them to defy him. They were at least able to be asked to do such a thing.

Na was another story, and he hadn’t bothered trying.

Mei clicked her tongue, tilted her head to the side, then shook her head.

“As you like, Husband. It’ll give me time to train and perfect myself so I can tenderly take care of the Mistress upon her return,” Mei said, her eyes slowly moving to Chunhua.

“Please do, Sister Mei. I am worn, tired, and could use your care,” Chunhua said without any bravado. It sounded like a genuine plea. “Just as you once cared for me, I yearn for my older sister to pamper me.”

Mei’s smile was immediate, and she looked deeply pleased at Chunhua’s words.

“I’ll even make your favorite tea for you,” Mei promised. “Just as I always did for you, Mistress.”

I feel like this is where—

“They’re not interested in each other romantically.

“None of them are.

“At all.

“They’re just very close as sisters.

“I’m the only one that swings whichever way you want me to. Mei was willing to consider it only to please you, but isn’t interested at all.

“Get your brain out of the gutter. And… are you sure you want to do this? This could be risky.”

It’ll be worth it, if it works.

We need to get hold of the leaders of the nations in the modern realm and buy weapons from them.

Preferably machine guns or whatever else they can offer up to utilize on mass and charge type of situations.

Because while the enemy has numbers, we should be able to get some force multipliers.

Machine guns would do that in spades.

“Yes… I suppose it would. We’d have to be very careful with them. To not lose a single one. Otherwise, it’d create an incredible and awful arms race.

“I can’t even begin to imagine what crafty and intelligent Qi users might be able to develop if they started to try and apply science.”

You mean what First Bride Rou and Mistress Chunhua Sheng are up to?

Because I haven’t missed the fact that I’ve found them experimenting with textbooks we recovered from the modern realm.

I’m sure at some point down the road we’ll have someone who can utilize radioactivity as a Qi base.

Or a Dao.

That’d be rather awful.

“I’m… unfortunately sure something like that will probably happen. I’m working to make sure that whatever they develop continues along the lines we’d want them to.”

“Okay, with that done, I’m going to head back to the capital,” Ash said with a nod of his head to Siu, and then a bow to his brother-in-law. “I’ll carry any dispatch with me for the capital and the princess, then proceed to my next destination. If I do everything right, my plan will be able to be utilized in a week, and then I’ll return in two weeks.”

“Before your return?” Siu asked from behind her fan.

“Before my return,” he answered, knowing that Locke had certainly already filled Siu in. She was her partner after all.

More than likely, Siu had asked to emphasize the point for everyone else.

“Well, I’ll return as swiftly as I can,” Ash said, turned, and began to move away at a swift walk. Pulling Chunhua along with him.

When they broke the perimeter of the massive army he gently eased Chunhua out in front of himself.

“We need to get to the portals with absolute speed. You’re my sorceress, Mistress Sheng,” he said. “How do we move with absolute speed? If I provide Qi, pills or other resources, how do we do it?”

“I… yes. I’ll fly us. Simply maintain a platform for me and fill me with Qi,” Chunhua said with a confident look on her face. “I’ll get us there so quickly that you’ll never wish to fly with me again due to the sheer… velocity.

“Also, please make sure the platform is as aerodynamic as possible. I plan on utilizing Air Qi as well as fire Qi to give us thrust. I’ll need to take advantage of every possibility I can with the shape.”

Yep… she and Rou are my scientists.

Nuclear Qi, somewhere on the horizon.

I’m sure of it.

Nuclear Qi, Nuclear Dao, stealth Cultivators.

“Don’t forget listening devices and the like. I’m sure Chunhua is already developing Qi listening devices with Ren. Qi infused dolls that listen and report.

“Ren was working quite diligently at figuring out uses for Qi infused dolls, and they were already starting to get some use as a means of communication.”

I… that… fuck.

Fuck.

“Qi infused sex dolls that you can obliterate, that transfers what happens directly to me? Mm? Yes? That’d be fun! Very fun.

“Or… or… we could make Qi infused sex dolls of you, and I could do whatever I wanted to it, and it gets transferred to you? What if we made like… a hundred of them and gave them to the best Brides?!

“Oh my goodness that’d be amazing! I bet Siu and Ren would have their Daos just about explode!”

No.

Just… no.


Twenty-One

Ash stepped out of the portal and looked around with his eyes squinted. The sun had set in the Lower Realm by this point, and it was still up here.

It was much harder to see right now than he had expected it to be.

So strange.

We’ll need to set up some type of central hub where we keep track of this. It’ll be a problem if we end up moving large numbers of personnel from one area to another only to have them not viable due to timing.

Though I guess that isn’t an issue for the Brides, but for the Sheng Alliance and everyone else, it would be.

The rest of Ash’s group were working to organize supplies, troops, and reinforcements in the Lower Realm at the moment rather than coming with him. They didn’t need to follow him along to Sheng island and there was a lot to get done since they had come back.

It wouldn’t hurt to push and prod to make sure things kept moving at a good pace and heading for the frontlines.

Surprisingly to Ash, a small number of Brides in uniform were waiting for him at the landing point for Sheng island. At a glance and a general feeling they felt young and newly inducted.

Their power levels were low, and they were likely still learning a lot of the infrastructure and rules that Locke, Jia, and Mei had crafted into the organization.

Cultivators who were only just beginning to explore and understand their lower Dantian.

Seeing them made Ash feel somewhat nostalgic for those times.

Actually, there’s a lot of rules in the Sheng Alliance now. Let alone for the Brides or Knights.

Oh, speaking of.

The Sheng Alliance, that’s where all the male cultivators go, right?

“Yes. We need male cultivators, the Brides just refused to allow them into their own organization or into the Dao. Which is fine. The Knights are predominantly male, though there are some women in there.

“It’s a healthy balance with the Brides being all female and the Knights almost being exclusively male. Roles exist for a reason.”

Ash smiled at the Brides as they singularly performed a martial salute as well as bowing their heads to him. Ash placed one hand in the other briefly and returned the salute, then went over and quickly.

The plan was to hug each one of them even if briefly. Perhaps even a kiss on the cheek since there weren’t that many of them.

He was fairly positive he hadn’t met these Brides yet and he knew hugs as well as kisses on the cheek would go a long way.

“Oh, ah… thank you, Husband,” murmured the Bride he reached first and hugged, a flustered look on her face. Almost as soon as she finished speaking, she attempted to crush him in return to his hug. To hug him for all she was worth.

“You’re very welcome! How could I not greet my lovely Brides when they’re here to greet me,” Ash said. Ending the hug, he gave her cheek a very brief kiss. Then he moved on to the next Bride. There were only eight of them so it wouldn’t take him long. “Where’s your Bridal Realm Lord? I need to speak to her.”

“She’s speaking on the phone with a number of heads of state,” said the next Bride as she received her hug. “She knew you were coming, but this call in particular needed to happen. It’s a high-level communication.”

“That’s fascinating and also helpful to know. Thank you, my bride.

“Tell me, is Si’Sha using a satellite phone or did we put up a cellular tower? Put it on a boat somehow or something?

“I ask because I’m certain Locke wouldn’t have allowed a tower to be put up on the island. That’s just asking for spies and infrastructure problems,” Ash said with a laugh, moving to the third and then the fourth Bride. Each getting a hug and a kiss.

“Satellite. We can send up signals through the shielding, and receive back as long as the device is on,” answered yet another Bride. “Realm Lord Si’Sha just turns it back off when we don’t want to talk and that’s the only satellite capable device. Everything else is locked down and internal only. Though all those things are only used for entertainment.”

“Smart woman, that Si’Sha,” Ash offered as he finished up his hugs. “Now, which of you is the ranking Bride and who can take me to Bridal Realm Lord Si’Sha?”

“Ah, I am, Lord Sheng,” said a Bride near the front while raising her hand partially.

“Good, good. How’re you all getting the social media posts out then if everything is locked down by the way?” Ash asked as he moved over to stand near the Bride.

“Oh! Those Brides are all acting as an envoy in a country that was willing to host us. There’s three for each nation that accepted our desires to have envoy groups,” the same Bride answered, sounding excited. “I’m rotating in to an envoy position in a week! I’m doing a fitness channel and I’m so excited.

“I figured I could include some of the foundational arts we’re being taught! Lady Locke said it’d be fine since it’s fairly generic and that really it isn’t used once we reach a certain point in our Marriage. That the arts are really just to help focus the body and bring us to a physical endurance level.”

Their marriage?

“Every Bride enters the marriage as a Bride of Sheng. As the ‘marriage’ progresses, they learn more, earn more, and become more responsible for things.

“It’s just another way of saying ‘journey’ or ‘career’ or … tour, I suppose. It just fit the motif. That and the Brides like it!”

Oh, yes.

I actually like that.

Honestly the whole motif is rather fun and cute in its own way.

As a man who has been watching way too many action movies since we got access to entertainment, even I can admit it’s cute.

“Mmmm! Isn’t it?”

“Sounds fun. I don’t have a cell phone, but I do have a laptop I keep it in the Hall. If you don’t mind, forward me your information when you get started so I can search for it in our database,” requested Ash. “Because if I don’t miss my guess, Locke is somehow stealing bandwidth from somewhere and providing it throughout. That or just downloading all the posts and archiving them.”

“The latter. As long as we don’t ever connect to the Outworlder’s internet we’re better off. I did purchase an Internet service provider company and have been tearing apart all the technology and hardware involved. I think I’ll be able to replicate it relatively soon, but I want to make sure it’s hardened against Outworlders. That and it would only exist in places like the Manse or the Hall.

“Otherwise, the envoys use phones or laptops from the Outworlders, internet from the Outworlders, and the devices remain in the Outworld if they come back to Sheng island. We have a number of protocols to ensure they don’t travel to the Manse or Hall with an Outworld active device as well.”

Outworld, huh? Outworlders?

“The people from the Outworld came up with it and it stuck. Literally as soon as they joined the Sheng they were quite eager to distance themselves.

“A lot of people for whom the existential dread of their world caught up with them. They just want to go somewhere they can earn their way up.”

Ash had a hard time commenting on that.

He had seen more than a few adults nearly lose their mind to those feelings before Locke took him away. Where people had little left of an identity other than their job and a small hobby.

Shaking his head briefly, he pulled his thoughts away.

It’d taken no time at all for the Bride to take him to Si’Sha who was standing in front of a table. Her hands pressed to the wood, she glared down at the phone in front of her.

Her face was cast in a fierce scowl, and she looked as if she wanted to slam a hand through the phone and throttle someone.

Her black hair had most certainly been trimmed since he’d seen her last, and it was quite short now. Her brown eyes had a ferocity to them that he remembered quite well.

She had kicked, clawed, and bit all the way down to the bitter end.

Surprisingly, the scars that’d crisscrossed her face were much lighter than he remembered. To the point that if she wanted to cover them with makeup she could.

More surprising than that though, was the fact that her Bride uniform fit her quite well and she looked good in it. He hadn’t thought the woman who had gone so often in minimal clothes would look so good as she did.

Her eyes flicked up to Ash and the Bride who had guided him here and froze. Locked on him and unmoving.

“Lord Sheng has arrived,” Si’Sha said as if that were an answer to everything. “I’m ending this discussion as his time is more important.”

Without looking, she tapped at a button on the phone, then another. It chimed and went dark.

“Lord Sheng, Bridal Realm Si’Sha greets you,” Si’Sha said and came to stand in front of him.

Before she could salute, he quickly put his arms around her and hugged her tightly. His hands pressing to her back.

“Thank you for handling realm affairs for me, Bride Si’Sha,” Ash said, making sure it was loud enough for the other Bride to hear him.

Easing back from her partially, he laid a hand to her face, leaned in, and gave her a warm, if chaste, kiss. Pulling away from her after only a second.

Si’Sha stared at him with wide eyes and looked to be frozen in place.

“Thank you for your guidance, Bride, you may leave me with my wife,” Ash said, then looked over the veiled Bride who stood in the door.

She ducked her head, nearly stumbled over her feet in exiting, and pulled the door shut.

Ash released his semi-hold on Si’Sha and took a step away from her no sooner than the door shut.

“Sorry, appearances matter. It would’ve been better to let you warm up to the idea of that greeting but… it’s expected of your rank,” Ash apologized. “With the newer Brides, like the one who escorted me, they’d immediately start a rumor if I didn’t greet you as I would Liu, Ren, or Siu.”

“Yes,” Si’Sha said, blinked, then nodded her head. “Yes, I’m… yes. You’re right. I’m the same rank as them. Thank you for your concern for my appearance. For giving me such face.”

The last had been said with a tentative smile.

“Of course, Bride Si’Sha,” Ash said with a laugh, then reached up to point at her facial scars. “You’re looking far more domesticated, Si’Sha. Where’d all those scars go?”

“Aiyaaa… you give a woman no room to gather herself,” complained Si’Sha, one hand coming up to press to her cheek. “Sister Rou… Sister Rou said it was a shame I was so marred and has been… been helping me with them. She thinks they’ll be gone in a few months.”

“Domesticated,” Ash teased, grinning at her and letting his hand fall to his side. “It’s fine. I like domesticated Si’Sha. Still just as fierce, yet so much more pretty.

“Now… as fun as it is to tease and flirt with you, I came here with a need. We’re in the middle of a war in the Lower Realm. Liu’s realm.

“I need to purchase a large number of automatic weapons from any nation willing to supply them. Along with all the ammunition we could pair to them.

“While I’d want you to get the best price possible, I’m also going to admit to you that we need these things as soon as possible. Even now I can feel Brides fighting. I’m supplying them with as much Qi as they need but… they’re fighting.

“Likely even being killed or injured even as we speak.

“I dislike my Brides being harmed very much and want these weapons. As soon as possible.”

Si’Sha looked thoughtful as his words, her brows coming down partially as she watched his face, listening to him.

“There’s a country that I’ve been in communication with several times that I think would be agreeable to this,” Si’Sha answered after a brief pause. “Lady Locke gave me a very sparse overview when I visited the Manse this morning, and I’ve been working on that.

“Many countries are unwilling to work with us as they fear that we’re going to use those very same arms to attack them. That they’d be selling the weapons to be pointed to their own throats.”

“I see. That’s a very fair and reasonable thought if I’m being honest. It’s fine,” Ash said with a small shake of his head. “You can offer them medicines, supplements, an embassy, even a defensive pact. I’m sure we can spare some Brides and Knights somewhere. Even if I have to pull them off the front line. Maybe a hundred of each.”

“That would be very helpful,” Si’Sha said, grinning. “For an embassy, could I recruit a Bridal Commander for it? I think it’s a position that would require someone with some power and say so in case something happened.”

“That’s fine. You may assign them, and I’ll review it at a later date,” Ash allowed. “Anything else? I want to return back to the front if possible as soon as I can. It took days just to get back to the kingdom from where the battles were.

“I’d rather entrust all this to you to handle for me, Si’Sha. You’re my Bridal Realm Lord for a reason. We may have met as enemies, but you are now very much my Bride.”

“Am I?” she asked, lifting her chin, her eyes flashing as she met his eyes.

“Yes. You’re Si’Sha Sheng. My Bride and Bridal Realm Lord. There’s an entire list of benefits that come with it, but the vast majority of them are by request,” admitted Ash with nod, then smiled at her. He figured she was asking about them sleeping together.

Which was certainly something guaranteed to her by her position, but would be only by her request.

“Ren… Ren has taken those benefits?” Si’Sha asked after a pause.

“Ren has, Siu has, Liu has not. To be fair, I don’t think she’s even had time to request it of me,” admitted Ash. “Now, is there anything else, Bride Si’Sha Sheng? Otherwise, I really need to start moving back. I honestly was afraid of being stuck here for a while, so I’m quite pleased you’re as capable as you are.”

Si’Sha blinked, licked her lips, then nodded her head.

“I will handle it, Lord Sheng. Husband,” Si’Sha promised. “I thank you for this opportunity, by the way. I genuinely thought I’d just be used as a Qi farm for the rest of my life. It’s good to be doing something.”

“Redemption and momentum,” Ash said and meant it. “A wave that crashes can become a still body of water and vice versa. Your momentum wasn’t counter to mine, it was counter to Ren’s.

“Now that Ren’s momentum is mine, you were counter to nothing.

“Be part of the momentum, Si’Sha. Truly be part of it and I’ll reward you for it as best as I can.”

Si’Sha turned away from him and walked back to the table. She turned on the phone and seemed to refuse to look back at him.

“I’ll claim my benefits next time, Husband. I’m going to tend to my duties now. I’m eager to show you just how suited I am for this role. That… that given a little time I’ll outperform all those at my rank and perhaps even above it.

“Thank you for your trust and this chance,” she murmured, and then started tapping at the phone. Walking away from him and moving deeper into the room.

Well, there we go. I assume we can transfer all the weapons to the front line almost instantly through the Manse or Hall?

“Indeed. While we can’t move Brides as easily, we can certainly move anything inanimate quite swiftly.

“Speaking of moving anything, I’m going to try and buy a nuclear power plant if you don’t mind. I think having one would be great for us. We could stick it down somewhere in the Sheng space so it can power everything else.”

Sheng space.

Well… there’s a lot of Sheng space now.

The Hall, Manse, Castle, Prison, Garden, Arena… why not a nuclear reactor.

Think they’ll sell us one? Do they even know how to make it?

“They do… and I don’t know if they would. They might. Might not. Worth trying. Worst case, I buy an ungodly amount of wind turbines or water turbines and have Brides with matching Qi power them.

“There’s always a few Brides suffering punishment detail for something they did. Just the other day one silly little thing decided she wanted to—”

Ash turned, exited the room, and went straight back to the portal.

His Brides needed him.

As if in response to his desire, his Dao flared, and a burst of Qi ripped down along the Bonds of Sheng. Reaching out to touch each and every Bride, as if to assure them he was on his way.

The feeling he got back was immediate.

It felt odd to him though.

Almost as if he’d just announced he was on his way home and the Brides merely responded with, “Oh good, I missed you. I’m glad you’re on your way. Be sure to wipe your feet when you come in.”

“— ended up with her entire uniform turning the strangest blue. We’ve of course made alterations and now have that uniform available as an off-duty version for those who prefer the uniform.

“Also, goodness dear, did you just call home to let everyone know you’re on your way back? You do realize that your general feelings to them never turn off. They all knew you were rushing to get back to them.

“If anyone’s domesticated, it’s not Si’Sha, it’s you, darling.

“Don’t take that badly by the way. It’s a positive thing for you and all of us. All the Brides really enjoy that genuine warmth and kindness you radiate almost at all times to them. It’s quite loving.

“I’ve tried to explain to them that this is often how people from your original veil behave. Most of the Brides who have come from the Outworld have agreed to some extent.

“Anyways, then she decided she wanted to try it with green. I mean… green. Green. Why green? Blue I understand, but green?

“I could even understand our uniform in red or perhaps a nice yellow, but Green? Ugh.

“That’s just ridiculous and that’s when Mei and I—”


Twenty-Two

Ash hated the situation.

Locke had already told him that the automatic weapons arrived in bulk. All of them provided by the Republic of Joseon, along with a great deal of ammunition.

Si’Sha had argued fairly good rates, but the deal had included a Sheng Alliance Embassy as well as support troops in the near future.

One hundred Brides and one hundred Knights, to be exact. To operate within the country and act in accordance to provide defensive measures.

As far as Ash could tell, the country was quite modern, had people that shared more than a few physical traits with most of the Kingdom’s citizens, and was working to become a mass exporter of arms and armaments.

It just so happened that the Sheng Alliance had needs that the Joseon people could provide, and a deal had been struck.

Si’Sha was working on purchasing armored vehicles from them now, though that was taking a bit more time. The Republic of Joseon was open to the idea, but they were more cautious about moving forward with it.

They wanted to know exactly what they would be used for, to which Ash had suggested sending go-pro footage back to the arms dealer of the automatic weapons being used in combat.

It wouldn’t take long for them to realize it was most certainly not anywhere on their planet.

With that suggestion, that had been all Ash could do about anything.

He was quite literally traveling as swiftly as he could by Qi construct powered by Chunhua’s Qi magic. While he once again enjoyed talking a great deal with those around him, it felt like he was very much just wasting time.

“I can see the Langye royal party,” Chunhua called from the front. “I can also see the front line. It’s very much pulled back, but they haven’t left.

“Their numbers… their numbers have increased. That’s easily double, if not triple what we saw when we were last here.”

Locke?

“Triple. The army we’re facing is something akin to three-hundred thousand? Our own numbers are only about a hundred thousand, but there’s more on the way obviously. The problem is there might be more on the way for them, as well.

“The Kingdoms have a massive population. Truly so. Especially in the more rural areas where people have a large number of children.

“There’s easily two billion people in this realm.

“The problem is getting enough people over here to fight this massive army off and the supplies to match them. Honestly… unless the enemy decides to pull back and retreat, this is going to become a disgusting bloody slog.”

“Locke told me it’s triple,” Ash answered somewhat dumbly. He felt strange.

He had never truly considered that even thousands of Cultivators, like the Brides, could be brought to a stand-still with so many enemies across the way.

“I have more bad news. The enemy has been countering a lot of the Qi projectiles we’d been throwing at them. It was done in a way that was strange. Almost as if it were a passive thing that didn’t actually… require them to do anything.

“It seems quite similar to how you couldn’t form Chains to Bear-Head. Or that you couldn’t retreat to the Hall personally.

“There’s something that they’re doing that’s negating Qi externally as well as that of artifacts.

“Add in the fact that they have Demonic Cultivators using Life-Qi and… and I’m just confused at this point.”

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Ash couldn’t deny any of Locke’s concerns. They all felt quite valid and realistic, and her thoughts were in line with his own in fact.

Chunhua brought the Qi construct down and everyone trooped out behind Ash.

“Brother!” called Hu Langye from where he stood, staring out at the two lines of forces facing each other. “Welcome back. Those new weapons you gave to your Knights are quite useful! I fear to think what would’ve happened if you hadn’t succeeded. There was a great many of our enemy.”

Ash nodded his head marginally at that as a sudden thought popped up into his mind.

How many did we kill? Where are the corpses?

“Easily sixty thousand of their number were killed in the same day we started using the guns. Easily sixty thousand. As to the corpses… they cover the field. Cover it.

“It’s a mass open air grave. Look to the south-east. Those are birds in the air. Birds. Lots and lots of birds.

“Both armies moved this way as if by agreement to get away from that battlefield. Its… it’s going… I… it’s going to be a bone field. A literal bone field.”

Will we need to send someone to collect the bodies later? Dump them into the Ocean Sheng Space?

Feed the fish?

Because otherwise, that’s a lot of Qi that a Necromancer could use.

Did Hui get a massive power up?

“Yes. She, just as you are by the way, is on the cusp of entering the Immortal Ranks. It’s almost as if most of our group blew right through the Mortal Ranks. You, Chunhua, Hui, Mei, and Na are right on the edge of becoming a Sovereign Immortal.”

I am?

Huh.

I wasn’t even paying attention to it.

“I think becoming an Immortal is related to your understanding of your middle Dantian. You’ve done a great deal of work in that regard. It isn’t just Qi strength.

“It isn’t called the ‘Immortal Bottleneck’ for no reason, after all. Moving from Refiner to Mortal only requires work and determination. Mortal to Immortal is… significantly more.

“Talent, great insights, or intersecting with a fortune favored event constitute a great number of the reasons people attribute to making it to Immortal.”

What would Xiu call it?

Ash walked over to stand beside Hu Langye at the same moment that the entirety of his inner circle, minus Rou and Locke, closed in around him.

Xiuying was there as well, and she seemed no worse for wear.

“Rank three mortal, level nine on the cusp of ten, Chosen One. Darling. Husband. Dear.”

I mean, if I get to pick, I do still prefer Darling. It’s not something I’ve heard often and it’s just… uh… nice. Yeah, nice.

“Sure thing, Darling.”

“Oh me, oh my, it seems it’s been a touch too long, hm?” Siu asked in a dangerous whisper, and then prodded at him with a fan into his side.

At the same exact moment, Chunhua slid up into his right side, drug his right arm around her, and stuck his hand literally atop her chest. Much in the way Mei did when she wanted to make a point to others.

He thankfully had his physical needs drained at the same time that Chunhua inserted herself. Though Ash didn’t miss the tongue click that sounded a lot like Mei. Likely frustrated at seeing Chunhua doing the same things she did.

Hu turned to look at Ash and gave him a smile.

“Well, I’m not sure what else to say,” admitted the king. “The problem is that they’re here and seem unwilling to leave. Your people have provided us with great insight into what’s going on out there and what we’re seeing is that… well, the eastern fringe is no longer the eastern fringe.

“The single large city has been looted, the surrounding villages emptied, and there isn’t a single Kingdom’s citizen anywhere that can be found. They have depopulated the fringe and are settling in as if to make it their own.”

“So it really is an invasion then,” Ash muttered. “Then… are all the numbers we saw earlier not just soldiers but settlers?”

“My advisers seem to think so,” confirmed Hu. “Lady Hui isn’t completely sold on it, but she hasn’t been able to deduce a better answer either.”

“I have not. It is frustrating,” growled Hui from somewhere behind him. “If the ‘settlers’ came with supplies, I’d believe it. But they didn’t. They don’t have anything on them other than the clothes on their backs and a few things they carry in their hands or arms.

“No bags. No backpacks. No carts. No animals. Nothing.

“Settlers would come with things. Even if they assumed they could loot wherever they were going, they would likely still need supplies.

“Something isn’t adding up. I just don’t know what, yet. I’ll figure it out.

“For now, we’re just engaging them at distance with those weapons. We’re constantly receiving more ammo from the Joseon, so we’re expending the extra that we don’t need to hold onto to repel an attack.

“Si’Sha mentioned that they agreed to sending larger items after we sent those head-camera things back. We should be receiving them in six days. Apparently they’re too large to get to the Manse or the Hall.”

Oh.

Yes.

Tanks and APCs are rather large. I never even thought about it, but there would certainly be a size limit to what we could push through.

“Good thing the portals are so large! Also, Ren’s been studying that burnt out portal. We’re fairly certain it led to the Upper Realm. Where the Emperor dwells.

“Whoever blew up the prison’s walls, and that portal, did so after traveling to the Upper Realm.”

The Upper Realm.

“There’s also the… not Demonic Cultivators,” said Hui, picking the conversation back up. “Locke mentioned you fought one. Bear-Head. We know there’s one that uses a bow as well that nearly killed Siu.

“We’ve seen a number of them in the front lines of these battles since then. They often seem strangely similar to Cultivators, but not. They have unique abilities and traits, but are far more physically inclined and lack elements.

“We did kill a few of them with the automatic weapons. Some went down quite easily, others the bullets hit but didn’t really… penetrate? It was more like scratching them. Or hitting them with a needle. There are clearly power differences in those people, much like Cultivator Ranks.”

“To be fair, the man with the Axe I fought, Bear-Head, was certainly strong. He struck me in the face, and it genuinely rung my bell a bit,” explained Ash. “He was easily in the Awakened Mortal range of power. Easily.”

“Oh, uhm,” Xiuying chirped, moving up to his left. “Rank three Mortal, probably somewhere between level five and eight, King Hu.”

With a laugh, the king inclined his head to Xiuying.

“My thanks, Sister Xiuying. I was about to ask,” the king admitted. “Then yes, it seems they have their own Cultivators. Just not… Cultivators.”

“Sounds like we need answers,” Ash said, staring out at the enemy forces.

Slowly, Ash turned and looked at the veil defenses that ran along where the veil used to run.

“Why aren’t they invading right here?” Ash asked, pointing to the walls. “Couldn’t they just… come this way? Or move along the veil defenses and actually make it down to the capital.”

“The veil is on that side of the wall. It extends outward a great way and has opened up a lot of territory,” Moira answered. “Except… except the veil curves down into nearly a point, down where the invaders came from and almost touches the wall, then comes back up again. Leading into their own territory.

“Before you ask, the territory that was expanded on this side of the wall is very empty of everything. I flew out to the edge of it in the evening and trailed it backward. It goes for a long while next to the wall before it finally lines back up to it.

“The veil is still there in many places that it was, just not everywhere. Nor did it destroy anything between its original starting point and where it is now.

“It’s as if it happened all in one go and appeared there, rather than moved there.”

“I take it you couldn’t go look at the enemy’s side?” Ash asked, turning to look past Xiuying, who had taken his left hand between the two of hers.

“I could feel something strange starting to hinder my ability to fly, so I turned around,” admitted Moira. “The veil is much further into their territory than it is on the other side, of that much you can be sure. But I don’t know how far.”

“In other words, their entire country could have been cut in half, or it could be intact,” Hui blurted out. “Which… maybe explains why they’re arriving without anything. Did they suddenly have a lack that they can’t fill anymore?

“Did we get anything out of the prisoners at all by the way? Sister Locke?”

“I cracked their language quickly enough,” Locke said, appearing directly in front of Ash. She took two steps, hopped upward, and grabbed at him. Wrapping her legs around his waist and hanging onto him as if she were a backpack worn on the chest. “Everyone we captured knew nothing at all. Barely more than they were given weapons and told to attack.

“Before you ask, their language has no comparisons to anything I knew previously. As far as I can tell, it’s brand new to us.”

“Okay, this is just out of hand now. Locke you need to get dow—”

A sudden pressure was transmitted into his back, and he felt an immediate dump of his arousal. Siu had become a backrest for him. Her hands had been stuck between himself and Locke.

“I-am-not-a-meeting-point,” Ash said in clipped words. “This… this isn’t… this looks stupid! It’s stupid! This is ridiculous!”

“Oh, oh, oh, do I do this then?” Xiuying pulled his left arm up, over her head, and stuck it down on herself just as Chunhua had done. His hand now right over her breasts. “Mm! Comfy.”

“I… you… this… this… ahahha, no,” Ash said, feeling incredibly stupid and cringe in the moment.

“This is why we love him,” Mei said, as if speaking to someone else. “This is very normal for him. And us, really. The more we pressure him, flirt really, and especially the sillier it gets, the more he crumbles like this.

“Do forgive us but this is often how we relieve our tension and how we get him to relax too.”

“I… well, if he wasn’t this way, I probably wouldn’t be the king,” Hu said with a warm laugh. “Ashley, brother, surrender to them in the moment and gather yourself.”

Ash was staring down into Locke’s upturned face that had a smile across it. One that looked as if it couldn’t get any wider at all.

“Surrender, my beloved darling! Surrender! I’ll cuddle you without mercy if you do so!”

Locke’s eyes widened as she threw the wild thought at him.

“I surrender,” Ash said, sighed, then looked to the enemies out in the field again. “I feel we should attempt to capture one of their special people. Several if possible. They’d know more and are clearly powerful.

“That’d be my direction for the action that I would like to take.

“Hui, my dear strategist, get me something that’ll allow me to capture some of them. Use what resources you need to figure out how to do it, but I want a few if possible.”

“Of course! Do remember to reward me accordingly once I succeed,” Hui demanded.

“Yes, yes. I surrender to all of you. Alright? All of you,” Ash muttered.

“I’m pregnant,” Xiuying deadpanned as if it were the most perfect opportunity to say such a thing.

Which, given how he had just said he surrendered, and that his entire inner circle outside of Rou was here, was most certainly the worst possible timing.

“My dear wife. My Fortune’s Chosen. Why… why say such a thing right now?” Ash asked in a defeated whisper, turning to look at the woman. “Isn’t my Fortune yours? Haven’t I given you all I could?”

“Mm! Yes. But… but this is the right time to mention it. Because… my child will need siblings,” Xiuying said in a bright tone.

“What she means is, if she doesn’t let the whole group know she’s pregnant now in front of everyone, they won’t be able to plan ahead for when they can successfully take on a pregnancy.

“I helped her a little bit with how to figure out the timing. I think it’ll work out well. Besides, there’s a few of our inner circle that won’t be able to travel to the upper realm immediately with us.

“Siu, Moira, Tala are three that most certainly will need more time to breach into the Immortal rank. Jia, Mei, and Na feel like they’ll make it, but I could be wrong. Hui, Chunhua, myself, and you will all be able to go immediately.

“I suppose Siu could make it if you decided to give her about a week of your time and spend it between her and Ren. That’d empower Siu and stabilize Ren.”

“It’s a boy,” Xiuying continued excitedly. “I’m going to either name him Ashley or Duyi.”

“Though… I did warn her against saying that part aloud. Names are a battle. Talk about raising a sword to the enemy army.”

“I know what I want my reward to be,” hissed Hui. “I’ll go work on this plan now.”

“I will join you,” Jia said in a nearly frosty tone.

“Likewise,” added Mei.

“I shall as well,” finished Na.

Tala and Moira only laughed aloud at it all.

Locke continued to smile at him.

“Ren says hi… and she looks forward to seeing you soon. She knows about Xiuying.”

I… am… I’m going to punish you.

Actually punish you.

Punish you in a way that won’t bring you pleasure at all, damnit.

Locke, I love you, but this is too much!

“Goodie. I’m looking forward to it. Punish me, darling. Punish your bad girl.

“And no, it isn’t too much. I work closely with Xiuying and your Dao. I know what Lord Sheng needs, regardless of what Ashley Sheng wants.”

Ash could only sigh, still glomped onto from every side and feeling a lot like a strange Christmas tree of sorts.

“Xiu,” Ash said, and looked to the left.

“Yes? I missed you by the way. You look very rugged with the stubble you’re growing. I kind of like it,” she chirped out brightly, smiling at him. Then leaned up and nuzzled him, peppering his face with small kisses. Only to finally stop a moment later. “What is it?”

Unable to do much in the face of such overwhelming attention and affection, he just stared at her.

“I’d prefer Duyi, for my first-born son,” he said, unable to look away from Xiu’s face. The pretty Bride gazing at him with wide and very openly warm eyes.

“Okay! Whatever you want. I’m still a little scared about it all… comfort me tonight?” she pleaded. Then proceeded to put kisses all over his face again.

“See? Exactly.”


Twenty-Three

Ash, Jia, Mei, Chunhua, Na, and surprisingly Xiuying, were creeping along in a group together. Moving along the veil to the point that Ash could reach out with his hand and touch the barrier.

Ever since clearing the defensive wall at the narrowest point between it and the veil, where it touched in fact, they’d been moving along it. Pushing ever deeper into the territory of the barbarians.

Their goal was to find some of the empowered barbarians and capture them. If they could take one or two prisoner, they’d likely be able to understand a lot more of what their goals and abilities were.

The fact that Xiuying had decided to join them had made Ash feel a lot better about the situation. That if she were coming along, it’d either be extremely dangerous to him and she was there to mitigate it, or it would be so easy that she was able to come along.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Sister Xiu,” whispered Chunhua. “I always feel more at ease when you’re around.”

“Oh, uhm… well… thank you! You’re all always so good to me,” Xiuying gushed with a soft giggle. “I love you, Sister Chu. And before any of you get hurt feelings, I love you, Sisters Mei, Jia, and Na. I’ll give you all sister hugs later.”

Unable to help himself, Ash laughed.

Xiuying had the ability to tame and defuse any and every situation she seemed to find herself in. Especially with those in Ash’s inner circle.

For whatever reason, they all seemed to share a weakness to Xiuying that he himself had.

“Thank you, Sister Xiu. I will hold you to that promise of a hug,” stated Na with such extreme expectation that it left Ash surprised.

“Pregnant despite all that Rou did. She’s luck touched. Fortune’s Chosen. The random chance. They treat her like a lucky charm regardless of what happens. Hugs. Touches. Being near her. They treasure her.

“There’s been more than a few times that one of them will just ask Xiuying to brush their hair for them.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that but said nothing. They were moving along with a fair bit of speed despite having to creep as they were.

He was also running his Dao at a low level to make sure he could feel it if the momentum shifted. If they encountered something far more direct and forceful than the passive resistance he’d been feeling so far.

“— brush my hair?” Mei asked, as if she had somehow heard literally what Locke had only just mentioned.

“Of course I will! I love brushing hair. Love it,” Xiuying said quite eagerly. “Can I tie bows in your hair this time? Please? You’re so pretty, Sister Mei. I think bows would be amazing.”

“If you think I should, I will,” Mei agreed. “Though we still need to get Sister Locke to help us with all those shoes. Some of them feel weirdly tight, and I’m not sure if it’s me or the shoe.”

“Yes, the shoes,” Jia concurred. “I want to go through all the shoes again. Si’Sha sent more as well.”

“She did? How wonderful. I love shoes,” Chunhua said with emotion. “Especially the brightly colored ones.”

Feeling a bit guilty at how deprived his women seemed compared to before they knew about modern clothes and accessories, Ash wondered if there was anything else he could get them from the Outworlder realm.

“Tell… tell Si’Sha I’d like her to take you all on shopping trips when possible,” he muttered. “Just be safe about it and I’ll try to set up some time where I’m looking inward and you can all go. Be sure to take your other Sisters as well or I’ll get yelled at.”

“Yes,” came a hissing whisper from all of them.

“Jia, what does your golem see? Anything that could give us an idea of what’s ahead? I’m not sensing anything weird with my Dao but… at this point… I’m not sure a single individual would even have an effect on my Dao unless they had a weapon leveled at me,” Ash admitted. “It’s that smashing an ant with a sledgehammer problem again. Except now it’s my own damn personal problem rather than that of a battlefield.”

“Honestly, it has not found anything of note,” Jia confessed. “Though we are heading in the right direction to find what Moira described as a large command post. It is very likely that the golem cannot see through some sort of ability. Perhaps similar to what we do in the Outworld.”

“Ah, yes, that’d make sense. I know I have obscured our own headquarters and command posts after that attempt on Siu’s life,” Chunhua said with firm nod of her head. “We had been lazy. I would assume that an enemy wise enough to attack targets of interest at a command post would protect their own.”

“Ah, yes, that’s a very good thought, Chu,” Mei agreed. “Then… Xiu, dear, would you be at the front? I think I’d like to put my luck and belief into you. Even if nothing good happens, I’d still rather trust you.”

“Of course! Thank you for your trust! I’m always so delighted to be here with you all,” she said, and quickly moved to the front of the group as they walked. “It’s always so fun. Fun and surrounded by family. Other than… when we fight others. That’s always rather scary and—”

Xiuying somehow, once again, found a hole in the ground. This time she didn’t break her leg, thankfully, but she did stumble away from the veil.

Only to slam into something, bounce off it, and then end up in the grass curled up in the fetal position.

“Owie… it was like hitting a rock,” she whined, both of her hands pressed to her face. “I think I broke my nose. Meeeeeeeei, I broke my nooooooose.”

Ash hadn’t missed the fact that despite Chunhua being the lead wife, Xiuying always went to Mei for everything and anything.

“Meeeeeei,” cried Xiuying, followed by quiet sobs and her shoulders quivering.

“Oh Xiu,” Mei said with a soft smile on her face. She quickly went over to the younger woman and began to fuss over her.

Chunhua had gone to the point that Xiuying had slammed into and began to feel about with a projection of Qi from her hand.

“It’s… camouflaged. It protects itself from anyone seeing it. Moira’s flying over it must’ve spooked them into hiding it all. Because I think this is the base she mentioned,” Chunhua explained, looking to the rest of them.

“Mei, it hurts,” whimpered Xiuying as she buried herself in Mei’s arms, her face pressed to her shoulder.

“I know, I know,” Mei offered comfortingly, hugging and patting Xiuying on the back.

We spoil her relentlessly.

“We do. She loves it. We love it. It’s a good outlet. The camouflage is quite good by the way. It isn’t Qi based or Qi magic. Nor do I think it’s technology founded either. It’s more similar to a spirit animal or guardian spirit. Yet… not quite, either. Chu will probably say the same in a moment.”

Ash stood up a bit and moved over to the spot Xiuying had bounced off of and reached out. His hand pressed up against a rock-hard surface. It was easily the height of his shoulder and felt quite rough and craggy.

“A boulder?” he asked, unable to see it, but certain of his assessment going by the feel of it.

“Yes, I don’t want to dismiss the camouflage, but I think we can move through it, without setting off an alarm or anything of that nature,” Chunhua began. “It’s almost like spirit magic but not. I don’t understand it, but it isn’t living, or alive. It’s something that was set down and left there. Like a door. Unless they’re staring at it, they won’t know we’ve gone through.”

“Through it is,” Jia said, and then stuck out a hand. She found the boulder and then walked forward, quickly moving around it.

Only to vanish from view after taking a few steps away.

“Ah, there is no one watching. We are clear to cross. It is more of the same,” Jia murmured. “All an illusion, though done without Qi or magic.”

Surprised, Ash put his hand more firmly to the boulder and began walking along. Dragging his fingers along it ahead of himself to make sure he knew where it was.

He crossed over the barrier and knew he had as the boulder was suddenly quite visible and larger than he had expected.

Looking outward toward the way they’d come, he realized there were several spots they had most certainly walked across this barrier back and forth and never had realized it.

Without Xiuying turning herself into a human rock-hammer, they never would have realized it as easily as they did.

“I love you, Xiu. My pretty, pregnant Bride,” Ash said with conviction. “Once again, I wish you could always stay at my side, every moment of the day. I know you go where you feel you’re needed though.”

“Nnnn?” whined Xiuying, who was still curled up in Mei’s arms. Her face pressed to the other woman’s neck. Mei had crab-walked her across the border and was only a few steps away. “Love you too, Ashley. I go where I feel I should, but I always prioritize you. Always.”

The last was said from the comfort of Mei’s neck, causing her to laugh softly.

“Xiu, you’re alright now. Come on. Go have your husband dry your tears. I need to protect him,” Mei said with care and warmth.

“No, I want you, Mei,” argued Xiuying a bit petulantly. Only to hop upward in a way very similar to what Locke had done and wrap her legs around Mei bodily. Her arms snaking around Mei’s armpits and clinging to her. “Elder Sister Mei, hold your Xiu?”

Mei let out a long breath that became a silky and warm laugh. Her arms coming up to encircle Xiuying.

“Yes, yes, your elder sister Mei is here to care for you, Xiu,” Mei said, catching Ash’s eyes. She grinned at him, rolled her eyes, and began walking forward. Literally carrying the full-grown woman. “Did you miss me that much, Xiu?”

“I did. I missed you Mei,” whined Xiu in a very quiet whisper. It was as if she were terrified others would hear her, even as she rubbed her face back and forth against Mei’s shoulder. “Elder Sister Mei is elder Sister Mei. Sister Chu is very good to me, but … you’re you.”

“You remind me far too much of when I used to carry Na about,” Mei muttered, one hand patting Xiuying on the back of the head.

Na, Chunhua, and Jia rejoined them on their side of the boulder.

“Seems we missed it when we crossed over. Repeatedly,” Ash said, gesturing back the way we came.

“I never even realized it. Their power is a very subtle thing. Very subtle,” Na stated, looking frustrated. “We must understand it so we can absolutely crush it. Demolish it to the point that it can never rise up again.”

“Yes, we must make sure they understand their place,” Chunhua confirmed. “I’ll take the lead as Mistress Sheng.”

Her voice halted suddenly, followed by a snicker.

“Elder Sister Mei, please care for our Xiu?” Chunhua asked suddenly. Apparently more than just Xiu felt like Mei was their caretaker.

“Goodness, when did you all devolve into little girls. I wasn’t gone that long,” blurted out Mei with a rich laugh. She clearly enjoyed being addressed as such.

“You did care for, mend, and worry over, almost everyone, Mei,” Jia offered, reaching over to gently stroke Mei’s back. “Only I, Moira, and Tala were not ones you tenderly treated as an Elder Sister would. Everyone else… got the Elder Sister Mei treatment.”

“You fed me broth when I was recovering from my carving, changed my bandages, my clothes, and washed my hair for me,” Chunhua confessed. “You cared for me every step of the way. I may beat you black and blue, give you endless care to make sure you’re in perfect health and better than when we fought… but you’ll always be my Elder Sister Mei whom I feel quite… blessed in knowing.”

“Goodness,” Mei choked out, as if she were about to break into tears. “I was just… I was just being… mmm… you’re welcome, Little Sister Chu. You’ve always been such a sweetie. How couldn’t I take care of you. I especially liked that small cupcake you baked for me when you recovered.”

Holy shit how long has Mei been mothering them all?

“Since the start. Literally. She managed it all in front of you and behind the scenes. You saw a great deal of it. Remember? Did you not pay attention?”

I guess I didn’t. Geeze.

Chunhua started forward followed by Jia. Mei went next still holding Xiuying, and then Ash with Na bringing up their rear.

As if by mutual unspoken agreement, no one said anything as they trooped along. They would need to be silent if they wanted to catch someone.

Ash’s mind quietly chewed at the puzzle that was Xiuying.

Who was quietly staring at him from Mei’s shoulder. Watching him with a never-failing smile and eyes locked to him.

The best he could figure in the end, was that she was a force of nature. One could only adapt to whatever she did and encourage it in positive ways.

In this case, everyone spoiled Xiuying so relentlessly that she ran around living her best life. Tripping over everything, slamming into walls, and discovering anything and everything that would help her, or those she cared about.

She turned her head partially and whispered something into Mei’s ear.

To which Mei glanced over her other shoulder to look at Ash, smiled, then looked straight ahead.

Moving silently in the absolute dark of the night, the team moved ever onward.

They came to an absolute stop when Jia suddenly went down to one knee and held up her hand in the universal ‘wait’ that almost anyone would recognize.

Hui had given them the plan of attack based on Chunhua and Ash being present here in this team. Once they found their target, Ash was going to build a massive box around the camp, lock it down, then slowly bring the walls in. Pulling them in closer and closer until everything inside is pulled into a portal that Chunhua and Locke would be holding open.

Just in case the portal didn’t work, which was possible, Chunhua would be flying the whole box while Ash held it, straight back to their headquarters.

One way or another, they were going back with the prisoners they needed to understand this whole thing more in depth. Hui had done her very best.

Turning her head, Jia looked straight at Ash.

It was his turn.

Moving forward, he came to a stopping point next to Jia. She would direct him on where he needed to act.

The pretty woman gave him a smile, arched a brow, and stared at him.

He stared back.

Slowly her head tilted to the side.

Maybe she forgot…?

Leaning in close to her, Ash put his mouth near her ear. Getting so close that he had to put a hand on her shoulder to make sure he had his positioning right.

“Should I start here?” he whispered as softly as he could.

“Ah, yes. Start here. Sorry, Ashley,” Jia said, then surprisingly, kissed his cheek.

With a grunt, Ash shifted back to where he had been, looked forward, and then put his hands to the grass.

Slowly, matching the thrum of his Dao, he began to release Qi. Letting it flow out of his hands.

This was the start of the abduction attack.


Twenty-Four

Ash continued to push out Qi while guiding it.

It crept and slid across the grass without actually cutting it.

Not even damaging it, in fact.

His control over his Qi was so precise now, after having used it in situations like this, that it would be inconceivable that this level of control wasn’t a given. The outflow of his Qi was in tune and time with his Dao.

The beats of his Dao came in steady waves as his Qi spiraling outward.

He could feel everything through his Qi and Dao of where it was. What it was encountering. When it slid across a small hole in the ground and then a small rise.

He felt it as it glid across a long forgotten tarnished coin and a mushroom.

Based on what Moira had told him, he knew that the location was on a very small rise. Though it was tall enough to see anyone coming in most of any direction. He assumed the base was behind a second layer of camouflage. A layered defense that would protect them even if the first layer failed.

As his Qi moved around, it found a slight rise in the grass. One that went upward more so than being just a small bump in the ground.

He’d found the hill.

Separating the Qi into two parts, two paths really, he branched it in opposite directions. Both of them starting to encircle the hill. Keeping to the lowest part of it and the point it started to slope upward.

Even as he did so, it was difficult to ignore the cuddly and fluttery bright pink Qi that was Ren Sheng. The once Lady Ghast.

Bubbly and bright, giggling insanely, he had a hard time reconciling the clingy and warm Qi to the reserved and mature woman he knew. It was so strange that he decided he wanted to bug Locke about it later.

Focusing now on the situation, he continued to spread his Qi out, his Lower Dantian being constantly refilled by Ren and her bubbly Qi.

Right around when it started to run out, he was surprised at the sudden and nearly violent entrance of Si’Sha’s Qi. It was prickly, aggressive, and confident.

And pink, somehow.

Just like Ren’s and Siu’s

It made him very nervous.

Ash ignored it all and focused on his task. The Qi planes encircling the hill touched one another and formed into one. He now had his perimeter, and was ready to begin the true encirclement. The whole of it going straight up into the air a considerable distance.

Ten feet up. Twenty. Thirty. Forty. Fifty. Sixty.

Ash didn’t cease climbing up with his Qi until he had reached a towering height of two hundred feet up. He had noted at some point that Si’Sha had run out, and it was Liu who was now feeding him Qi.

From his previous experiences, he wasn’t about to let people just jump out of his box. The next bit was going to be rather difficult, but he really had learned.

He had to seal it all, before he made them aware of it.

The bottom edge of the massive Qi plane started to close in on itself. Cutting into the small hill and the earth it was made of. Slowly, each edge ground its way toward the center where it would meet up with itself and form a base.

Above, high in the night sky, the Qi-plane was doing the same there. The whole thing forming together into a massive sphere.

Eh… it was always going to be some type of spheroid. I just called it a box because we’re putting them in it. Sucks to suck, losers.

Ash felt it when both the upper plane and the lower plane met each end. The whole of it now solidly closed off and secured. He began to pour Qi into them to thicken them. Thicken them and reinforce the whole thing so no one inside could get out.

He kept doing so until it was at a point that even Mei would have issues smashing her way out of it.

Slowly, he started to draw the whole of it inward, shrinking it in size.

He modified the Qi-plane to include impellers. Large drill bits that would chew up the ground and spit it out on the other side of the sphere.

It was difficult to manage so many moving pieces, but in timing it with his Dao, he didn’t feel like it was that much of an issue.

Ash realized that Ren, Si’Sha, and Liu were all pushing Qi toward him, but so were a great many Brides as well. He especially felt the special “priestess Brides” throwing an ungodly amount of Qi at him. As if they were praying, mediating, and actively chewing attractor medicines continuously.

Clearly the grinding of the earth had alerted the barbarians to his movements. That there was something going on and they were about to need to defend themselves.

Several light thumps struck the walls of the cage.

Followed by a much heavier one.

Ash just continued to reinforce the walls, shrink the sphere, and manipulate the whole thing to churn out the earth. He wouldn’t need any of that, and it’d just be annoying to deal with later.

“I can’t open a portal to the Hall, or the Manse,” complained Locke from behind him. “I came here directly to see if I could force it. I can’t. They’re doing something. Have something. I don’t know. But I can’t… open it.”

“It seems it’s time for me to be the Sheng Sorceress then,” Chunhua declared and then moved right up to Ash’s back. She wrapped herself around him and hung onto him. Her arms were tightly pressed to his middle. “Alright Locke, you handle moving everyone. I’ll build platforms for both and keep it all airborne. Is that okay?”

“Perfectly so, Chu,” Locke murmured and then, awkwardly, sat down at Ash’s legs. He felt her wrap herself around both Chunhua’s and his knees and calves. “I’m ready. Everyone else has gone to the Manse or the Hall.”

Glancing over his shoulder he saw that everyone was indeed gone. It was just Chunhua, himself, and Locke. It left him feeling a bit weird that Xiuying had left. Like something was bound to happen now and that was why she fled.

A firm platform of what was likely air formed beneath Ash’s boots. He could feel the exact moment he was no longer standing on the ground itself.

The sphere continued to grind itself ever smaller, spitting out earth and rocks as it did so. The entire hill being refined down to mulch as it was drug ever closer. Shrinking inch by inch.

“I think I can handle it as it is right now,” Chunhua hissed beside his ear. He got the impression she was straining at the moment. “I don’t want to stay here at all now. If Sister Xiu left, then there’s a reason. I don’t want to be here very much.”

Realizing Chunhua had the right of it, Ash sped up. Going at twice the speed of his Dao. The earth being flung out from the impellers was much faster now. Several large stones that’d been bouncing against them suddenly got caught in them at the speed increased and obliterated. Smashed into bits and broken rocks.

“Up we go,” hissed Chunhua as everything was suddenly wrenched upward.

Considering how much earth was still in the trap, it was suitably impressive. This was a show of strength and force that Ash hadn’t expected at all.

“I’m the Sheng Sorceress,” she hissed as they were lifted even higher up. Ascending straight up into the sky.

A second later and they were moving along. It was a very slow speed, no better than walking, really. However, they were moving.

“Heavy as hell,” grumbled Locke. “I have no idea how you’re holding all this up, Chu.”

“Sheer force of will and a desire to show off. Who else but I could do this?” Chunhua said with a strained laugh.

Ash could only nod his head, though he did wonder.

He had felt the trickles of something when his Qi form was lifted off the ground this time. An odd wriggling sensation.

When he first felt it, he wasn’t sure what it was. Now though, he was starting to wonder if it was perhaps the air itself. That he could sense the momentum of the air passing by.

Which, if he thought about it, meant he might be able to manage it all on his own. It was something to test.

His Dao continued to thrum along without anything opposing it. It was either not reporting something, or there was truly nothing. Nothing was going wrong.

Except Ash couldn’t believe that.

That felt foolish to him, and he wasn’t going to trust to “nothing was wrong”. The very idea of doing it sounded as if it were stupidity incarnate.

Ash concentrated on the space he was holding and closing in on. The people he had most certainly trapped inside and the earth he was shedding as they went.

Given that the dirt was making it harder for Locke and Chunhua both, Ash tried to burn it off faster and faster. Not wanting to let it cause issues or problems for the two of them.

The impellers sped up and were churning through it so fast that he could hear the rumble and grind of it from where he was. Crackling and grinding as rocks were ground into fine particulates.

His Dao caught up to his speed and it began to churn. Pushing faster now and catching up to his own push with his Qi.

Only for Ash to speed it up again. The Qi sphere was rapidly condensing now, and spewing out earth with such speed and force that they were being propelled.

I should make a big ass Qi-machine that burrows through the ground. That’d be fun.

Six or seven massive booms shook the Qi sphere. Whoever was inside was attacking it with all the power they could muster. Ash felt each and every blow, and the force that came off them.

It was extreme.

To the point that he felt like it was something Chunhua might exhibit. The people inside were incredibly powerful and most certainly had abilities all their own. Utilizing them to their greatest usage even as they were now completely aware of the fact that they were being abducted.

Yet even then, there was no response to counter momentum from his Dao.

Nor did it feel as if his own momentum was slowed in any real active way.

Ash could feel them speeding up faster and faster even as he continued to shed earth.

The space constricted further and further until he felt warm bodies pressed up to the edge of the sphere. Along with their camp and everything else inside of it.

A small patch of dirt was beneath them, but it wasn’t very large, and there was no room left to shrink it further.

“That’s all I can do,” Ash said, holding onto his Qi-form as they moved through the air.

They were moving at a citizens’ brisk run now, which was far faster than the walk they were in at the start, but nowhere near the speed he wished they could have.

“It’s fine, it’s doable,” Chunhua offered and kissed his cheek. “Have I mentioned I love my life and family? My sister said hi by the way. She’s formally part of the Sheng Alliance now. I was talking to her earlier. Her husband, she got married while I was gone, is a nice man.”

“Uh, Chu, I genuinely love you, but is this the right time for a random conversation?” he asked, grasping his Qi construct tightly.

“For me it is. You can just listen,” she said and nuzzled him. “Anyways. Her husband is nice! I like him. He seemed to genuinely care for her. He’s even weaker than her and I don’t think his talent is very good. She chose him precisely for who he was as a person, not for his talent, or abilities.

“I was rather proud of her in that moment. It’s very forward thinking of her. If possible, I was hoping you could take a look at my brother-in-law? Just to make sure we can’t do more for him?

“If not, I understand and I wouldn’t push any further. Though… I’d be really appreciative… honey?”

Chunhua murmured the last word against his ear as she rubbed herself against his back and nuzzled him with her head and face.

“You took lessons from Locke. She does that to me. Gets me to a point where I’m wishing Siu was around and then asks for things,” he spat out accusingly. It was more of a hiss. “Damnit, Chu.”

Hissing laughter was Chunhua’s response even as they floated along.

Surprisingly, nothing happened.

Ash didn’t believe for a moment that nothing would occur. He was waiting for it, high on tension, and just waiting for it.

Scanning his surroundings, he stretched himself out as best as he could. At the same time, he felt as if Locke had been and was doing the same thing.

Both of them were sweeping back and forth, layer after layer, looking for anything and everything.

Wary that they were about to fall into another camouflaged area and end up ambushed.

“I think I know why they’re not looking at us or really even bothering with us,” Locke muttered even as they flew along. “They formed a second army out of what we thought were reserves and are currently pushing at the flank of the Langye army. We’re holding and not in any danger, but it definitely explains why no one is looking for us.

“Our timing worked out in our favor, but not from good luck. But bad luck. Xiuying is at that front by the way. Before you ask if you should be there. She’s the one who told me about it all. When I asked her if she needed help, she said… she was fine alone.

“I genuinely took that as we shouldn’t send anyone to help her for one reason or another. Couldn’t tell you more beyond that but, yeah.”

“Great. Well, the whole point of our little push here was to get prisoners and figure out what the hell is going on,” Ash muttered and shook his head. The prisoners in the box weren’t actually fighting against it anymore and they seemed to be more trying to get space and room for themselves.

Working to not be crushed or get sucked into the impellers, which had been turned off a while ago. Not that they’d know that.

Floating along, Ash felt like, while this attack was a success, the whole of it was a failure.

“How in the fuck did the Demonic Cultivators get over there… and when did they get over there. What the fuck is going on,” continued Ash. “I got home, and everything is changing wildly. It feels like it’s all drifting out of control. Except that it doesn’t feel like it’s completely against my own momentum.”

“Well, no. Of course not. You’re Lord Sheng,” Locke offered up, peering upwards at him from where she sat. “The Demonic Cultivators clash with you, but you’re not their target. They’re battling us when we arrive at the same location, but we’re not their target or goal. We never were.”

Blinking, Ash realized what she meant.

He finally understood why his Dao was more or less unbothered and the reason that his personal momentum was ever growing. Growing and expanding and becoming more and more.

“My Dao is not momentum in general but my own momentum as Lord Sheng. It’s been… distilled,” he mused as he felt like he figured it out. “Lord Sheng, of the Sheng family, which controls the Sheng alliance. All of that, everything part of it, and where it fits, are all part of my momentum. It’s all in that and part of it.

“Anything that isn’t part of that, or in it, isn’t part of it. It sounds stupid to say it, but that’s it. What’s in is in, what’s out is out.

“And… and the Emperor… the middle realm… and the upper realm… are all out. The lower realm is in to a degree, as it relates to the Langye family, but not entirely.

“If this was somewhere where we had full influence or control, it’d be much more pronounced.

“Which is why I could feel the momentum against me when I was on the front line. It was a situation where our momentum and our ‘self’ was truly there.

“Demonic Cultivators aren’t against us, they’re against the Emperor. They fight us because we’re there.”

Ash grasped hold of his Dao and wanted to know what the momentum was for the Emperor and the vastness of his realm. All of it and how it all was currently fitting together.

As well as where Ash, as Lord Sheng, fit within the Emperor’s momentum.

There was a creaking feeling, as if Ash were attempting to push a heavy door open. That his arms were barely strong enough to make it move, but it was slowly, falteringly, budging.

As he looked inside of himself he felt it more keenly, the explanation for what was happening.

If his middle Dantian was “Lord Sheng” and his Dao represented that now, he was zooming out.

Moving further away from the Dao and himself as Lord Sheng, the Sheng Alliance, and the Sheng family. Creeping away until a much broader picture could be seen.

Ash didn’t even want to begin to contemplate how this was even possible given that this was supposed to just be his middle Dantian.

That realistically, looking inward like this, should only give him back his Dao and Dantian.

That this was most certainly something altogether different and he was clawing at things that he really shouldn’t be.

Then Ash saw it.

The momentum of the Emperor and his realm.

Ash was a very large portion of it, in fact. Easily a fourth of it. A large wheel that was moving at a fast rate of speed. Spinning almost wildly, in fact.

It wasn’t moving against the momentum of the Emperor, however.

Surprisingly, it seemed almost to be moving partially in concert with it. It was helping it to a degree, but not completely.

Lord Sheng was not in opposition to the Emperor, nor was the Emperor in opposition to Lord Sheng. They were functioning with some friction, but nothing much.

There were three other circles operating within the Emperor’s momentum that were very much in opposition to him. One was spinning with such velocity and speed it looked more akin to a table-saw at maximum speed just waiting to hit a finger.

Another was moving swiftly, but it seemed to be alternating in speed.

The last was a rather slow churning thing, but it was steady and sure.

“Shit,” Ash muttered. He had no idea what these three forces were, but they were certainly not helpful to him, or the Emperor. “There’s so much more going on and we’re not even the biggest cog in it.”

“Uhm, Ashley, I love you, but… my life has always been that way,” Chunhua said, laughed, and kissed his cheek. She was far from who she had been and was becoming warmer by the day.

Unable to help himself, he could only laugh.

She was right.

Lord Sheng he was, but Lord Sheng was still a small cog in the larger game. There was a great deal more things to do.

“So… about… about… kids,” purred Chunhua. “Since we have time.”

“Oh, yes. Kids,” agreed Locke, her head suddenly pressing into his side. “A wonderful time to talk about it. Just me, you, and Sorceress Sheng.”

And Siu.

She’s always listening because of you. It’s how she knows so much and where to be.

“I mean… of course? Duh, silly. I love you!”


Twenty-Five

Ash looked at the prison. It was far different than he remembered, in truth.

Far different and much larger.

He was starting to suspect someone else had figured out how to make artifacts and imbue them into spaces such as this. Or at the least, they could modify the ones he had already made.

“Modify,” Locke answered and popped into existence beside him. “And it’s me! Of course it’s me. Who else could it be other than your loyal, stunning, fun, and beautiful Locke. Hmmmmm?”

Unable to help himself, Ash put an arm around Locke and pulled her into his side.

They hadn’t been able to transfer the prisoners until they were miles away from the front line.

Far further than Ash had ever expected it to take or be.

Only then had he been able to empty the sphere straight into a portal. Locke sorting them as they entered directly into cells where they wouldn’t be able to do much.

After all, even if they escaped their cells, they’d still be on a different plane entirely. The Sheng space. Completely separated from anywhere they could do or accomplish anything.

“Though to be fair, I do need your help. I need to add a few more locations to the Sheng Space. If you don’t mind. Now… our prisoners,” Locke said and flung an arm out in front of herself. “I was just about to start questioning them. There’s definitely some interesting people amongst them. We captured six of those… strange… people.

“They’re not like Moira or Tala and utilize external mana. Nor are they like Qi users. It’s something very different and I have a few thoughts, but I don’t want to poison your well. I want your thoughts.”

“Alright. What’d they have on them? Anything of interest? Anything that’d give us clues? That’s where I’d start rather than asking questions of them,” Ash said and looked at Locke. Then put his arm around her hips.

It’d been a very long time since he was alone with her. She’d been there before even Jia, and sometimes, he just wanted to be alone with his thoughts.

Which meant being alone with her, since often, she was his thoughts.

“Oh! Uhm… mm… ah… hi,” Locke said, sounding a bit bubbly. “Yes! Yes. They had a number of interesting items on them. None of them were powered but… interesting.”

Locke laid her left arm against Ash and then gestured with her right hand.

They appeared in a stone-walled room that felt a lot like a storage room.

There were a number of items and things piled up all around it. Even at a glance, Ash could tell Locke had already gone through it all, sorted it out, and put things where she felt they belonged.

Regretfully, Ash released Locke and looked at what was directly in front of him. Locke wouldn’t waste his time and had likely already aimed him at what she wanted him to look at.

Moving to the small pile, he got down in a squat and looked the items over.

There were knives, strings of beads on leather strips, a belt with a number of bells on them, two rings of a color that reminded Ash of bones, amulets, a small length of chain, and a bag of stones with carvings on them.

Behind all that was a small pile of clothes, as well. Ash didn’t miss the fact that one of the items looked a lot like a helmet made out of the skull of a wolf. Lower mandible included, surprisingly.

“Are they… shamans?” Ash asked, poking at the contents of the bag. “Some type of totemic power or the like? The dead? Ghosts? Or just… spirits of the earth and land?”

“That’s honestly what I was thinking. Especially since once I had separated them from their gear and equipment, they became quite docile. They seem almost exactly the same as those who had very basic equipment,” Locke admitted. “Well, not quite. They’ve tried several times to cut themselves and draw sigils on the ground or the walls but I just… erase it.

“Their blood doesn’t have any power in it by the way. Nor did the sigils that I can tell.”

Ash raised his eyebrows as he thought on that.

“Who had the bag?” Ash asked and picked up the item in question. He lightly bounced it in his hand and listened to the rattle of the stones. It reminded him of dice.

“A young woman. She also had the wolf helmet. She hasn’t tried to cut herself and draw sigils. She’s just sitting in the corner of her cell,” Locke explained. She sounded somewhat confused. “All the others really feel on edge, just not her.”

“Well, let’s go have a chat with her,” Ash murmured. “Did you drop kingdom speech transference papers on her, or should I be learning her language? I’m not sure what would be easier, but a translator wouldn’t help at all.”

“Both? Both would be good,” Locke said and then held up her hand. Papers between her fingers. “Also, I’ve figured out a way to keep you from dropping like a poleaxed cow. Just a matter of how I was doing it. You’re… different. I’m in you. I tend to really invest in things that get added. It was my fault. Tee hee?”

“Of course it was. Of course it was. Because what would be my life without Locke Sheng giving me difficulties and hardships,” he murmured, and then turned to face her. “You are my living tribulation. When this is all done, when it’s over, after I knock down the emperor and take his damn place, I’m going to flood you with happy mommy thoughts. Endless… happy… mommy… thoughts. Brood mare. You hear that?”

Locke immediately turned a deep dark red color, her eyes widening. He had only sent a flicker of extreme need for children at her. Children from her. Children from her, for her, to her.

The immediate echoing response had been like a thunderclap.

“Now, you bad girl, take me to this prisoner. Let’s see what we can learn. You can put the papers on me when we get there so you can give hers, too,” Ash muttered and made an odd shooing motion at her.

There was a slight shift of the world and Ash found himself standing in front of a large cell.

He most certainly hadn’t designed them to be this large.

Glancing around, he saw it was the only cell as well. A large heavy iron door behind him looked to be quite sturdy. More than likely, Locke was keeping them all separate. All on separate floors.

There would be those she would probably keep close together as well in an attempt to see if they might talk to one another.

Looking to the cell again, Ash found a young woman sat in the corner.

She had flat piercing blue eyes. The color of ice, really, and with about the same amount of warmth. Her hair was a fair blonde that had a lot of brown streaks in it.

She had her knees up in front of her chest and was staring out at him. Her brow bunched up, she seemed nervous.

To be sure, he couldn’t blame her.

He had literally appeared out of nowhere.

“Papers?” Ash asked and looked to Locke.

She set a stack on his forehead, and he felt it when he absorbed them. Thankfully he didn’t seem to fall over and pass out this time.

Blinking, he looked into the cell and found the young woman had a look on her face that was quite close to panic, the discarded papers of her own assimilation of language disappearing from the floor.

“Ah, there we are,” Ash muttered and looked to the woman. “Would you prefer your own tongue or mine? Since, I know your language now, and you know mine.”

“You… what?” she asked in her own language.

“I mean, you can speak in your language. It’s fine. I understand it now,” Ash said and reached into the bag. He pulled out a stone and tapped it against the solid bars. “You also understand my own language. It’s a neat little trick, isn’t it?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed, her brow coming down low, and her chin dipping. She looked like a woman who was now deeply on guard.

“Would you prefer if I spoke in your tongue?” Ash asked, deliberately switching. “You see? Anyways. I was hoping to talk to you and figure out what the hell you’re doing invading our lands. We’ve never had troubles with you before, yet here you are now. A barbarian invader.”

Ash continued to lightly tap the stone to the bars. Over and over.

Tap, tap, tap, tap.

He was sure that both the sound, and the fact that he was using her own stones, would push her mind in weird directions. Weird directions were a great way to get people to say things that they normally wouldn’t.

“As if I’d tell you,” she hissed, hunching into herself. Glaring at him. “Insufferable heathen. You are behaving as anathema.”

“I am? How. I don’t know your culture, your religion, or world views. Our countries had never met before you invaded,” Ash stated it as the simple truth it was. “Shall I accuse you of being a murdering, rapist, barbarian then? Since that’s what you and your people have been doing? That would at least be accurate to the term, regardless of the culture.”

The woman’s eyes flew open at that, glaring at him with so much hatred that he probably should’ve caught fire.

She didn’t say anything, though. She offered Ash not a single word.

Lifting the stone to his teeth, Ash gnawed at it. Trying to exaggerate the gesture a bit.

The wolf-helmet if you would?

The next instant, the woman’s wolf-skull helmet was on his head. The cowl of it trailing behind him. Ash ignored it, and continued to gnaw on the smooth circular stone.

Then he pulled it away from his mouth and licked it.

It tasted like a rock.

“Do you put these somewhere? Are you into that sort of stuff? It tastes funny,” he lied, then dropped the rock back into the bag. He started to reach into it and shuffle things around.

“Scandalous! Monster. Heathen. You disgust me,” she murmured.

“I mean, I could be. Pretty sure I haven’t harmed you or done anything untoward you. Just stuck you in a cage and left you there,” he countered as he pulled out a different stone. He smelled it, looked it over, then licked it. He couldn’t deduce anything abnormal. “If I truly wanted to be awful, wouldn’t you be in chains and having the unthinkable being done by soldiers? You act like I’m the one in the wrong here.

“You’re the invaders. You came over the wall and started killing, pillaging, and destroying everything.”

The woman’s face crumpled at his words.

As if she wanted to fight him word for word, but his statement had been so disgustingly blunt and terrible in its scope that she thought better of it.

Ash of course had no intention of ever harming them really, not unless Locke needed to torture some people for information, but certainly not in the way he had just brought up. Locke torturing someone usually involved knives, hammers, and a lot of time to sit around with pain.

That or food and water deprivation.

Once you were in the Sheng Space, you no longer existed as an individual, and he knew his Locke could transform into a horrifying demon queen if he had such needs from her.

“I captured you and all those with you to mostly understand your powers. It seems shamanistic in nature. Or something of that nature. Totemic. Some of those items we took from you really seemed like they’d just be stabbed in the ground and left there,” Ash mused, sorting through the rocks. Then he shrugged and set the bag inside of the cell. Locke could easily tear them right out of her hands if something weird started happening.

With any luck though, they’d get more information just from her attempting to use them.

“Figured I’d talk to you first. I liked your bag of rocks,” he said and adjusted the wolf helm. “Did I end up killing the bear-helmet guy, by the way? I got a few good hits on him that would’ve turned ugly without proper medical treatment.”

“You… you’re… ah?” squeaked the woman, her face changing its emotions once again.

“He lived then? Damn. He was a problem. That axe was no joke. Alright. We’ll just have to keep trying,” Ash muttered, then looked to Locke and nodded his head.

They immediately were teleported into the Hall. Into the living room he often used for himself where many of his inner circle slept in nearby rooms.

“Oh! Hello!” chirped Xiuying a moment before Ash was shoved into a chair. She plopped herself into his lap, then pulled his face straight into her chest. Her open V-neck shirt and a great bra had changed her look considerably.

It also changed where Ash’s face ended up.

“Ew, disgusting,” she said, and pushed the wolf helmet off him. It hit the ground with a clatter. “Hi dear! What’re you doing here? Were you coming for me? You always seem to find me whenever I’m thinking of you. It’s rather nice you know.”

Her words were followed up by warm hands smoothing his hair back and petting him down along his neck and back.

“We just finished up trying to get some information out of our prisoners. They’re being pretty close lipped,” Locke explained, slamming herself down into a couch.

Or so it sounded like.

Ash couldn’t see anything with where his face was at the moment, but that’s what it sounded like. Additionally, a sense of jealous annoyance echoed through the shared sensations between Locke and himself.

“Ooooh? Hm. That’s a shame but also not really unexpected. We only just captured them after all. They’re still coming to grips with the situation. It might change in time,” Xiuying offered and then kissed the back of Ash’s head. “There’s always time, and with a prisoner, time is on our side. Besides, I don’t think we’ll be leaving our positions any time soon. The invaders are locked into place and the Langye army is growing by the day. More and more recruits are showing up.

“Time… is on our side. Oh! I heard that song the other day in the courtyard. It was rather fun! I’m glad we’ve been putting those talking boxes up everywhere and have music everywhere! It’s lovely. I love it.”

“Of course,” Ash said, not fighting Xiuying. It never did him any good to fight his Fortune’s Chosen. If she was suddenly involved, or involving herself, it was best for him to just accept it. “Xiu my dear, my pretty lucky coin, my love, if you had to deal with the prisoners, how would you handle it? Would you like to be my warden for a time? It’s a fairly low risk position that’d keep you safe. Out of harm’s way, and maybe rub some luck off getting information we need.”

“That’s not a bad idea. As a pregnant woman, I really do need to start watching out for myself. I’ve already realized I probably can’t go to the upper realms with you when you leave,” she murmured, then laid her cheek to his head and began to nuzzle him openly. “I dislike it but… I’m just not strong enough. I can be there for you in all other things, but not… there. There’s going to be a few of us, I think, that can’t go with you.

“But the jail… I think I could do the jail. That actually sounds like it could be fun, too. I’ll take it. I’ll just go there later tomorrow. Today I’m supposed to go poke at some music with Si’Sha. A new boat came in with a bunch of trade goods and the like. It’s exciting.”

As if that was all that had needed to be said, Ash felt a sudden and strong pull on him from Si’Sha. One that made him feel as if he needed to go to her immediately.

“I think I need to see Si’Sha,” Ash said against Xiuying’s cleavage.

“Then let’s go! I already scheduled the portal transfer so we can go right away. I love traveling with you,” Xiuying offered in an excited voice. She jumped out of his lap, pulled him upright, put her arm through his, and drug him straight out of the living room. She was more than likely going to take him all the way to the portal transfer area.

Any ideas?

“No, I’m trying to figure it out though. Something definitely just happened in the Outworlder realm though. Something big. I just don’t know what yet. Si’Sha isn’t responding other than that she needs you and immediately.”

Great.

Because we needed more problems.

“Problems are always opportunities, darling. Always. After all, I was a problem. Wasn’t I? Now I’m always an opportunity!”

“You know, I’m kinda excited,” Xiuying hissed and then laughed, pulling him along at almost a jog. Holding tight to his arm. “I have you to myself! You’re mine for the moment! It’s so exciting. Did I tell you I love you by the way? Because I do! My life is so fun!”

Unable to help himself, Ash grinned.

He tightened his grip on Xiuying and let her lead him about in her wild and strange way.


Twenty-Six

Ash moved through the portal and found himself standing inside the buildings on Sheng island. Xiuying pulled on him again and he was drawn away from their arrival point.

She began to move at a light skip, which might as well have been a walk for a Cultivator.

Outside of the arrival building, she paused briefly.

Getting down low in a crouch, she then jumped. Yanking Ash right off his feet and pulling him into the sky behind herself. Flying across the distance toward the building Si’Sha would be in.

They slammed onto the roof with a clatter, one that was reinforced and had been built seemingly for this purpose. He noted a number of shoe marks and skids from people landing here likely in the same way.

“This is fun! I love being with you!” Xiuying cheered as she started running him toward a small shed looking structure. It had a door on it and probably led into the building proper.

Xiuying flung it open, dashed inside, and started dragging Ash around the building. Going through stairs, doors, and rooms with an almost reckless desperation.

Which was just really Xiuying trying to find Si’Sha. She would often do this when she was seeking something, and it never took her long to find it.

It was just how it was with her.

Xiuying burst into a room and Si’Sha was standing over what looked like, surprisingly, a laptop. He knew his Brides were getting deeply acclimated to technology and all its gifts, but it was still a surprise to him.

Beside the laptop was a satellite phone.

Si’Sha looked up at them as they entered, back to the computer, tapped at it twice, grabbed the mouse and clicked something, then stood up and sighed.

“Thank you for coming, Ashley,” she said and shook her head. “I know Locke was asking me what she could, but I only just now hung up. Only moments ago. There is… honestly… I don’t even know how to describe it. They’re telling me that people are coming out of volcanoes, using lava and heat as weapons, and are… invading. Attacking all over.”

“Lava people…?” Ash asked, sounding deeply bothered and unsure. This was so far outside of his expectations that he genuinely wasn’t really sure what to say to it. Other than to blink and stand there.

“Yes. To me, from what I have heard, they sound as if they are akin to fire Qi wielders. As if they were an entire clan of them. I know there are such families in the upper realm,” Si’Sha muttered and made an almost dismissive wave with her hand. “Poisons, a sword, all manner of things they specialize in, but I didn’t expect to hear of something like this in this world.”

“Ohhhh, it really does sound like Cultivators. Do you think maybe they’re the people who fled the Sheng realm long ago? To escape the plague and to get away from it?”

“That… yeah, that makes sense,” Ash mused and looked thoughtful as Xiuying brought him straight up to Si’Sha. “I suppose… I suppose if they burrowed into the earth, down deep enough with their physical abilities and strengths. Set up in the deep parts of the world, or in volcanoes. Utilizing whatever was near as their source of Qi. Lava, geothermal energy. Slowly built up, their abilities based entirely on fire. Heat. It makes me wonder if there’s perhaps others. Water Qi users? Ice? Anywhere extreme might house them. There is no Qi in this world otherwise.”

“Ahhh, hm,” Si’Sha said and looked at her computer. “There haven’t been any notes from anyone about anything other than those who use fire. Almost exclusively with volcanoes. There’s three of them. All in a similar area. That’d mean they were a small enclave, wouldn’t it. We’ve had a number of desperate requests for assistance.”

“Which nation is it? Is it one we care about?” Ash asked with a chuckle.

“It’s one we most certainly do not care about. Where we arrived, in fact. The location is unfortunately not too far from the Republic of Joseon from a Cultivator’s view point.

“The invaders have begun spreading out and clearing troop positions and bases quite quickly. They’ve invaded two additional countries so far.

“The Knights and Brides we dispatched there have taken up positions along the Joseon border. The government has of course been quite thankful that we’re there. I don’t think they expected us to be so quick to secure the borders.

“I’d love to have more Brides or Knights but… the… war in Langye is equally important. Even Lady Jia and Lady Mei are still on the front line there.”

Ash could only nod his head. Si’Sha was right. There would need to be more forces here, but there were no forces to spare. Everything was quickly devolving into a struggle to put people where they were needed.

“We can’t pull recruiters or infrastructure, as they’re providing us with new people and resources,” Ash muttered. Then he blew out a breath and looked to Xiuying. “How’re those beasts I captured for you. Are there any excess creatures we could dump behind enemy lines in the Langye war?”

“Most certainly! I’m sure now that you’ve asked, Locke is already doing it,” Xiuying said with a lift and a wave of her free hand. Her other arm pulled Ash up close and personal beside her. “You know, I know this is the wrong time, but Si’Sha! You look so pretty! Your scars are all gone! You look as fine and lovely as Ren now. You two were so silly to fight and bicker as you did.

“I bet you have tea almost every day now. Don’t you?”

Si’Sha blinked like an animal spooked and stared at Fortune’s Chosen.

“How… how did you… yes. We do. We’re very similar and… yes. Yes,” Si’Sha rattled of, flustered. She gave her head a firm shake, cleared her throat, then turned the computer around. “With what’s happening, this world is quickly devolving into chaos. They’ve had some limited success in killing these Qi users, but not much. I think the ones they killed were out of Qi, made mistakes, or were weak to begin with. So far, they’ve only been able to count roughly a thousand on the surface. The satellites give them some ability to watch. Any plane they send is knocked out of the sky.”

“Right… right. Okay. So it’s yet another invasion. Another one. This one in the Outworlder lands instead of the Langye lands,” he muttered.

Sighed.

Then groaned.

He didn’t want any part of this. He felt absolutely drowning in the current situation, let alone adding this to the top of the existing problem pile.

“Okay. I… we should make contact with them. I suppose that means me. Locke and I,” Ash said then looked to Xiuying. “Are you coming?”

“Hm? No, no. I’ll go start up my job as the warden. Si’Sha and Ren will be more than enough to help you,” she said with a warm laugh. “I’ll have Locke help me with the prison duties until I’m comfortable. I wouldn’t be able to move people around very well.”

Ash didn’t miss the fact that Xiuying had told him to bring Si’Sha and Ren but leave Locke behind. He doubted she had even realized she had told him who to take in fact. That it was entirely likely she hadn’t even been aware of her words.

She was often like that.

“Alright then. I suppose… we’ll need to wait for Ren and then we’ll see about speaking with these fire Qi users,” Ash stated and then nodded his head.

“Exactly. Okay, I’m off. Locke! Help meeeee?” Xiuying asked, turning to the side.

And promptly smashed into a chair leg. Her shin bashing into it.

“Owwieeee…” she whined and then vanished.

“She really is just-just… I truly enjoy being around her,” Si’Sha said, staring at the spot Xiuying had just left.

“Yeah, we all do. She’s become some sort of… mascot… little sister… best friend… to everyone. Literally, every one,” Ash said, came over to stand next to Si’Sha, and looked to the laptop screen.

On it was a series of pictures of what looked like people in strange clothes. It looked nothing like what he recognized from the Kingdoms, nor the Outworlder realm.

The pictures were static and had clearly been taken at a significant distance by someone who didn’t want to get that close but had wanted to be able to photograph them.

“Well, let’s see where it goes,” he muttered, staring at the pictures.

***

Ash, Ren, and Si’Sha had traveled to the Republic of Joseon. From there, they got permission to go and attempt to make contact with the fire wielders. Ash hadn’t been sure if they really got permission, because the government of the country that’d been invaded had been obliterated.

He had never even bothered to learn their name, only that they were rather antagonistic to the rest of the world. Attempting to create a secondary geo-political power in the world and had been quite pushy with a number of waterways near their coast.

Even going so far as to push at the Republic of Joseon with heavy handed tactics.

“This feels strange without… everyone else,” Ren murmured in a warm tone, turning to look at Ash. “Not that I’m against time with you without them… it’s just, odd.”

“Yeah, I know. They’re all assisting with the Langye army and the Brides there. There’s so much going on there,” Ash explained. “We did manage to capture a number of their power users but… it hasn’t been fruitful as of yet.”

They were currently walking toward the volcano that’d erupted out of nowhere. Lava, ash, and smoke were still billowing out from it and spewing a lot of junk into the sky. It’d been the last volcano to appear, but also the largest.

Ash and Locke had bet that this was the location to be in given that. That it was likely the headquarters or rally point for their forces. Their “Sheng Island” in this world.

He regretted that she wasn’t here with him, but given the way Xiuying had said it, this was best. Though that was never quite true.

You’re with me always.

I find it romantic.

And weird.

Cause I can’t even think a horrible fantasy about you, with you, without you offering an opinion.

“Mmmm, was there something you wanted to explore? And don’t feel bad. It’s Ren’s influence. She’s always getting ‘sharper’ whenever she’s around you. Growing, adapting.”

“It’s Ren that makes me like this?” Ash asked aloud, looking over at the pretty Bride.

There was an immediately bubble of giggly Qi shoved at him. Pink and excited.

“I do what, dear?” she asked, her response belying her Qi’s reaction.

She’s a type of Tsundere. Just not as fucking aggravating.

“You force my thoughts toward romance and flirty things. I was just now thinking about the fact that I’m never far from Locke. She’s always in my head,” Ash admitted with full honesty, tapping at his temple to accentuate his words.

“I make you romantic? Well. Well, well. How delightful to know. That just means you think of your Brides in a romantic way,” Ren said with a rich, throaty laugh. “That’s really gratifying to know actually. Does… that mean you think of me romantically?”

“Ren, really?” he asked with a laugh.

She looked at him, gave him a pleading look, and raised her eyebrows.

A move that was more fit to Tala or Xiuying.

“Yes, I do. Happy? You and your bubbly pink Qi,” Ash muttered, and he suddenly felt something push back against his momentum. Against his Dao itself, in fact. That something had noticed him and was now moving against him and his people. Indicating that realistically, the fun conversation was going to end immediately.

“Ah, I feel it,” Si’Sha whispered.

“Yes, I do as well. We’re opposed,” agreed Ren. “I feel so much through the shared Dao anymore. I can tell when a Bride Candidate isn’t true to us and wouldn’t be acceptable through it.”

“I’ve found the same to be true. I had to dismiss an entire aspirant Bridal Party. They were all spies,” Si’Sha relayed with a soft chuckle. “All from different nations. It was funny.”

Ren slowly moved closer to Ash, and she moved her hands together, then apart. Strands of Pink Qi formed between her fingers and expanded outward. Stuck from finger to finger as if she were playing the cat’s cradle kids’ game.

Si’Sha moved in on his other side and pulled a single long sword out from somewhere. She held it in a strange underhand grip and the blade came up behind her back.

He was mildly surprised, as neither woman had shown such abilities before.

Then again, I’ve carved up both their backs now. They’ve likely gotten new abilities from you to match.

“Very true! Soon we’ll be ready for bone carvings. It’ll change a great deal of things. Things we ca— they’re coming now. They’ve decided!”

Someone flew out of the volcano. Leaping straight into the air and then flying over toward Ash. Flames licked off them and sputtered with the speed of the movement. There were things that fell off them, that smoldered and flickered as they came away.

Smoke even came off them as if they were actively burning.

Ren made a thrusting motion with her left hand, then swiped with her right, brought her hands back together, and then crossed them again. Pink threads flew out around them and formed a strange type of shell. It looked as firm as steel and wrought with absolute density.

Shocked, Ash watched in awe as she calmly worked her hands about, and more strands came free. As if she were quite literally stitching them around them and forming a defense that would allow no entry.

The flaming individual’s posture shifted even as they flew toward Ash. Stiffened, in fact. Their entire body’s direction changing mid-flight and taking a different approach.

Ren grunted and then let her left hand hang low, her right hand by her shoulder. Each hand had numerous pink strings fanning out about them.

“That’s just damn impressive Ren,” Ash murmured, watching.

Apparently that wasn’t quite the right thing to say, as Si’Sha took a step in front of him, her blade still held behind her back, though the pressure coming off her was incredibly intense.

Intense to the point that he felt like he was suddenly staring at Chunhua or Mei in a spar and they were playing for keeps.

The hell did you feed these two!

“I cleaned out everything Yue made, force fed it into them, and then bought more, and did it thrice more. And you know what, I’ll fucking do it again, hehehehe. The Bridal Lords of Sheng must be powerful! You wouldn’t believe it, but I already fixed Liu. I just didn’t want to spoil it yet. I wanted her to surprise you.

“So, later, act surprised.

“I… I leveraged Xiuying and fed her hypothetical situations until she came up with an idea that worked. She bought a ton of gastrodia root, ground it into a powder, boiled it, reduced it down into a goop, then just filled her cauldron while it was burning out of control. She just ran back and forth throwing handfuls of the gunk into it. She made an amazing mess but… it fixed Liu. Xiu doesn’t know it yet. Otherwise she would’ve spilled the beans.”

With a clattering boom, the individual landed twenty feet away in front of Ash. Si’Sha’s posture straightened marginally, and the sword held behind her back in the underhand way was gripped more firmly.

“Greetings,” Ash called out in the kingdom’s tongue. “Perhaps you’re aware of this tongue? This language? Do you speak it, or a version of it?”

The flaming man stood there, lava dripping off of him and sizzling on the ground where it struck. Smoke came off him in small puffs, his clothes weren’t burning, but the very air around him and whatever was in it, was burning on contact.

“You… speak a language you should not,” stated the man slowly. Chewing through each word carefully.

“I speak of the Kingdoms. It’s the language we all speak there,” Ash countered. “Ren?”

“A language that our parents have spoken for thousands of years,” added Ren on his request. To make sure it was obvious that it wasn’t just Ash speaking it.

“It’s the only language I actually know,” Si’Sha finished.

“The language of… the… before. It is lost. Dead,” the man said, the heat slowly dissipating from him but not the power.

Ash felt like the man was likely somewhere in the last stages of the Mortal realms. That he was on the cusp of becoming an Immortal.

“It’s not lost or dead. We speak it freely. As do billions of others,” Ash added. “Are you… part of the group that fled the capital? With the One True Emperor? Did you stay here rather than going through the portal?”

“I… I cannot… I don’t speak. You… stay. I find someone to speak dead,” the man said with a firm shake of his head, looking frustrated. He didn’t waste any more time and turned away. He began moving back toward the volcano at a fast jog that became a sprint after several steps.

Ren made a light shaking motion with her hands and the pink strands vanished while Si’Sha flourished her blade and sent it elsewhere.

“It seems… we’ve made contact. They must be quite far removed if they have a language all their own. Even our realm remained true to our language,” Si’Sha said.

“Yes, but we had a constant influx of people. So… while you’re not wrong, Sister, you’re not right,” Ren said, the last taking on a teasing tone.

“Ahhh, you want to fight again? This time I’ll destroy you at chess,” Si’Sha said with a snickering hiss.

“You only ever win when you cheat,” Ren countered. “That or we play checkers. I have no idea why you’re so good at that, but so truly bad at chess.”

“I dunno. You said all my brains were in my boobs. Maybe it’s that,” Si’Sha said with a chuckle.

They’re destressing, right?

“Yes. They’re just… breaking their own tension. Just let them. Xiuying is being friendly with the stone shaman. It’s… showing some minor results. It’s working.”

Ash nodded his head.

Xiuying never failed.


Twenty-Seven

Ren and Si’Sha were standing in front of one another and Ash was quietly reading a book, sitting between them on the ground.

He hadn’t gotten much time to read some of the entertainment media from this world yet, so he was happy for the chance.

“— really didn’t like that attack. It felt very forced,” Ren murmured and made a gesture with her hand at Si’Sha. “What’d you think, Sister? It almost felt like it was just theater to me. Meant to guide the eye away from something else.”

“Oh most certainly. Their political games are quite deep, and the surface level of it is quite terrifying,” Si’Sha remarked, reached out, and touched Ren’s hand, then patted it. “You’re absolutely right. I feel like they were trying to just shuffle off the previous administration and bring the new one on with a bang, even if it really was just one thief handing the other a bag of coin.”

Ren laughed, caught Si’Sha’s hand, lightly pushed at it, then pulled it back. Her hand came around and moved very slowly to Si’Sha’s head.

They were playing some type of very slow hand-tapping game. Or something like that.

Ash wasn’t sure. He really hadn’t been paying much attention to them. They had their own entertainments, and he was keeping himself in the book.

“I really love the way you look without scars, by the way,” Ren cooed as Si’Sha patted Ren’s hand away, then moved a hand toward her stomach. “You were fierce before, but now you’re just… lovely. Though uhm… how did… those happen?”

“Oh, I had some help. Xiu and Locke. It’s subtle right? Not immediately obvious but… more, right?” Si’Sha said.

“Certainly. I hadn’t even realized at first. They’re more, but it’s very subtle. I’m jealous. Mm! Did you want to watch that new movie you dropped into the queue last night, today?” Ren asked, catching Si’Sha’s hand, tapping it, then following it back as she withdrew it.

They’re uh… best friends?

“Somewhat. Pretty much. Like Jia and Mei. Rivals at first, only to find, that they’re far more similar than either ever thought. And it’s good I wasn’t there. Xiu needed me, as did the others at the front line. They don’t seem very happy that we abducted people. I think maybe one of them is probably important.”

“— we should! I’d like to invite Sisters Jia and Mei if possible,” Si’Sha stated, paused, then laughed. “It’s like a mirror for us isn’t it? It’s clear they used to butt heads. Now they’re so sweet to one another.”

“Is that your way of saying you want me to be sweeter to you? Si’Sha, I brought you chocolates yesterday,” Ren complained, then laughed.

“I… yes. Thank you. Just be you, dear. That way… way… I feel the change,” Si’Sha said, her hands grasping Ren’s and turning to look at the volcano.

Ren had already turned and looked that way as well even before Si’Sha finished speaking.

Ash had felt the immediate change as well. Someone was coming their way, and they were strong. Very strong. Perhaps a burgeoning breakthrough into the Immortal ranks.

Not yet, but soon.

Ash flicked his hand and vanished the book into the Hall, then stood up. He moved behind Si’Sha and then summoned it single Butterly Sword and his Short-Sword.

Si’Sha summoned her own weapon in the next moment.

Ren extended her arms to the ground as if she had put them on a table. Then she curled her fingers, pulled them up, and a massive forest of thick pink strings engulfed them. She’d laid her works aside, but hadn’t dismissed them. If anything, they were even thicker than previously and there were several strands that were waving about quite menacingly.

Unlike last time, where someone had come flying out of the volcano as if shot out of it, the person now approaching them was doing so by floating imperiously toward them. Their arms folded in front of their chest, their feet dangling, gliding through the air.

“He thinks he’s so great because he knows how to utilize Qi fly,” Si’Sha murmured. “We’ll save that trick for later when he thinks he has the upper hand.”

“Yes, Sister,” hissed Ren, her eyes sharp and fierce. “Best to reveal it when he least expects it and thinks to use it against us. We should hold nothing back the moment we need to attack though. All those… foolish… hidden trump card things just get people killed.”

“Doesn’t it? I was laughing hysterically when I thought back to all those Qi Lord’s after reading The Bride’s Guide,” Si’Sha muttered.

Which caused Ren to laugh as well. Then groan.

“Ugh… it made me wince at how we had done the same,” she confessed.

“Me, too. Though I loved the uniforms for next year. Especially the medals and the ribbons allowed to attach them!” Si’Sha gushed.

They talk a lot when stressed.

A lot a lot.

The man came closer and began to descend, at which point the two women fell silent.

“You… who are you?” demanded the man. Remaining a good distance away. Floating in the air.

“Ashley Sheng, the inheritor of the One True Emperor’s estate, Middle Realm, Upper Realm, and Shelter,” Ash stated and held up his hand. The ring there would be felt immediately if he allowed it to be. It held a great deal of power now that it’d been fixed and brought back to its original state. “Who’re you and why have you decided to attack the Low Realm?”

It was the truth, too.

This was the original low realm. Where citizens were recruited to serve and exist in the other realms. That was the original purpose of this realm, and there was no escaping that, since they didn’t have the power to fight a Cultivator.

The realm Ash had come from was the middle realm. The original grounds where the Mortal ranks resided. It was where the vast majority of cultivators would end up. Various families with their wealth gathered bringing their kids to it.

The Upper realm was where the ruins of the One Emperor’s capital had been. Where only those with extremely wealthy families or those who had opened their Upper Dantian could reside.

“You… that ring… where did you get it?” demanded the man. His form was slowly becoming more visible as the heat roiled off him and started to cool.

No matter how hot he was, the simple reality was that the air was significantly cooler and would start stripping it from him. Ash wondered if that was perhaps also their weakness.

Because even as they spoke, he had noted the fact that the man’s power was ever so slowly, faintly decreasing. He was bleeding heat, as well as power.

They operate entirely through heat and fire. That’s their Qi, since this world has no Qi. It’s elemental and nothing else. We were right.

I wonder if there’s any of them in the ice caps?

“I earned it from the apparition of the One Emperor,” lied Ash, blending it with the truth. He had found it of course, but had earned the right to wear it by capturing the apparition. “The same one that probably prevented your ancestors from leaving the Lower Realm. Before you go looking for it, I moved the portal. It’s now under my domain. Both… portals.”

There was an odd flash of emotion from the man that Ash couldn’t recognize.

“Then… you are the One Emperor?” he asked instead. Sounding confused.

“Not yet. There’s one more realm I must conquer. The Middle Realm has hold outs,” Ash answered. “Did you descend from the capital’s staff? Its military? The family of the One Emperor? How did your people end up here?”

“The… palace guard. We descend from the palace guard,” the man said, his arms uncrossing. They were held loosely at his side. “This realm isn’t… it isn’t under… control?”

“No? Not that we’ve seen. You’re the first Qi users we’ve come across since we arrived. No one else at all,” Ash answered quickly with a shake of his head. “Palace guard. Why weren’t you with your lord?”

“The Lord Emissary betrayed us. He… took the One Emperor’s seal. The grand seal itself,” said the man, slowly floating down to the ground and creeping closer to Ash. “Used it against him and injured him. He established the portal and… we were left behind. We still sought to take back the seal, to safeguard it, except, the portals closed. There was no more Qi. We could not win against him.”

“The Emissary? You couldn’t win against him?” asked Ash, confused. “What was he an Emissary to?”

“I… don’t know. That’s just his title. Much was lost when we lost to the Emissary. We only have stories from that period. We didn’t… we… it took us a generation to figure out how to live in the fires. To adapt and use it,” the man muttered, shaking his head. “We burst through now because we felt Qi from above. That the currents changed. We came hoping to win back our honor and then return to our lord’s side.”

“He’s dead as far as I can tell,” Ash offered with a shake of his head. “It’s been many centuries. Many many centuries since your ancestors fought him. A very long time. The plague wiped out the Upper Realm, the Middle Realm didn’t know the other two even existed, and the Lower Realm has been untouched ever since.”

The man was now only ten feet away. He had put his feet to the ground and was staring at Ash in open disbelief. As if he had just explained to him that all of reality was made up out of sugar drops and gummy bears, but only on Thursdays. Except for Tuesday’s, when it was made out of cooked chicken’s feet, and it was always Tuesday here.

“I don’t… under… stand,” he whispered, his gaze dropping down to the grass in front of him. “Even our enemy?”

“No idea. Haven’t seen him. But… if you felt Qi changes and came forth, would what you’re doing now have even more of an impact? If he was waiting, for you to come back, wouldn’t he now sense you?” Ash asked.

Stupidly.

As a jinx would.

Or at least, without the belief that ignorance was bliss.

“Aiiiiya,” groaned Ren. “We… should we escape? We should escape and seal the portals.”

“Yes, we should escape now,” Si’Sha said, and then spun on her heel. She took Ash by the wrist and began sprinting off, forcing him to keep up with her or end up like a flag fluttering along behind her. Ren was beside them in a flash and the three of them were high speed sprinting. Attempting to get back to Sheng island at maximum speed.

He could always go to the Manse or the Hall, but he would be stuck there.

They needed to get back to Sheng Island immediately.

“I’ve pre-emptively closed the portals from our side! Everyone can hide if they need to and wait it out. I’ve had them all enter the Manse of the Castle unless otherwise instructed. Those in Joseon are remaining on duty, but are ready to leave if they must.

“Because you’re right. Everyone on that realm sensed it when those palace guard descendants came up. There was no mistaking it for an eruption of Qi. If this Emissary is around, they’re going to come looking. If they were strong enough to wound the Emperor and take the seal, then they must easily be in the Immortal category.”

Ash nodded his head, put his hands out, and snapped Ren, Si’Sha, and himself up in a ball of Qi. He wrapped his arms around the two women, controlled his Qi through his feet, and began ramping the speed up of his construct.

Rolling it forward faster and faster with every moment.

Because momentum, was Ash’s existence. What was a ball rolling if not momentum.

***

The ball had become a massive paddle wheel when they’d reached the ocean, and he was churning up water. Throwing it wildly as the whole ball rocketed along.

Its speed was faster than he had ever gone before, and it was still increasing. Though slowly.

Momentum was his and it would gladly respond to him. Especially when there was nothing to counter him or block his way.

Open ocean was most certainly not opposing him and not going against him.

There were no forces to oppose the Sheng here.

“I… suddenly hate being a Bridal Realm Lord,” Si’Sha blurted out, standing inside of Ash’s arm. Ren in the other.

“Me too,” Ren said, looking at Si’Sha. “I want to resign and move into the inner circle. With Sister Jia and Sister Mei.”

“Yes. Ashley, we want to resign,” Si’Sha said, patting Ash very gently on the chest. In a very warm and familiar way.

Women from the prison realm, the original Upper Realm, were a bit different than those from the Middle Realm. They were more affectionate and open with their desires. They’d come from a world of absolute violence, strength, and control.

Even compared to where Ash came from, their own realm was a brutal kaleidoscope of horror, shifting by the hour.

“When can we join the inner circle?” Ren asked, nodding her head quickly.

“You can’t,” he answered, focusing on moving them across the water. He needed to get them out as soon as possible. “I desperately need you two and Liu where you are. Desperately. I’ll give you anything you want to make sure you remain. Yes, anything. Just… make sure I can complete it, or do it for you. That’s all I ask.

“It’s not that I don’t want you in my inner circle, mind you. It’s that literally I need you where you are. Desperately.”

“Ooh, we’re being bribed,” Ren murmured, looking to Si’Sha, then reaching out to pat at her forearm. “We should link up with Liu and organize our bribe. If we band together, he’ll be forced to give us what we want.”

“Ren you’re brilliant and beautiful,” cheered Si’Sha. “We’ll link up with Liu, get our bribes together, and then take him for all he’s worth. This’ll be wonderful.”

Ash didn’t fight it, he just nodded his head. Driving them across the water with extreme force and speed. His life was fun if wild.

A horrible ache began to rise up from inside of his chest. One that left him feeling as if he were suddenly experiencing a great deal of G-forces. As if he’d been on an amusement park ride and the floor fell out from under him.

His Dao groaned, the momentum of the Sheng squealed as it was suddenly pushed up against, and the very fabric of what he was, Lord Sheng, was pressed up against.

The whole of existence was shifting and changing at this very moment.

“I don’t like that,” Si’Sha squeaked, unlike herself.

“It almost hurts,” agreed Ren.

Locke!?

“I have no idea!”

Ash redoubled his efforts to simply power through. To get to the end with as much speed as he could manage. Whatever was happening was not a good thing, not a blessing, and it would offer him no quarter.

The water was exploding outward from the ball made paddle wheel. Spraying off wildly in every direction. As if a true rocket was tearing its way through it.

There was a sudden boom, and Ash felt the whole of his construct ring. Striking so hard that a part of it was torn backward and flapped in the air like a leaf stuck to a string.

Then he slammed back down, and he realized they were on Sheng Island.

Before he could even pull apart his construct and tell them to run to the portal, he realized it was technically too late. A strong force was pushing down on the whole of them, and it was most certainly going to deactivate the portals.

Because it felt a lot like part of the One Emperor’s apparition.

Ash withdrew his Qi, smothered his Dao and momentum, and tried to go dormant.

He was suddenly quite glad for the fact that Sheng island had no Qi stored on it whatsoever. The only places it would have come from were the portals when they were in use.

Because what Ash felt, was a hungry force. One backed by the One Emperor’s power.

A force that was searching for Qi.

Ravening.

Starving, in truth.

“As a once Qi Lord who was sensitive to Qi, whatever that is, it’s hungry. Very hungry for Qi,” Ren murmured as she turned her face skyward.

Ash had looked to the same distant point and felt she was absolutely correct.

“I… need to make sure I don’t generate any. I shouldn’t generate any, or have any,” Si’Sha whispered.

Ash blinked, then offloaded all of his Qi into the Hall. He felt it at the same time when Ren and Si’Sha emptied their Qi into him, and he shunt it all to the Hall as well.

The three of them stood there, empty of Qi, in a realm without Qi, staring up at the moon.

A hungry presence was there and searching.

“It’s on the moon,” Si’Sha said.

“A cultivator,” added Ren.

There was a sudden explosion of light on the moon and Ash felt it when the Cultivator began charging straight towards the planet.

Ash could even see the man, a faintly humanoid shape, with his extremely enhanced Qi senses.

A second before Ash cut away even that little Qi and flicked it into the Hall.

“That Cultivator came from the moon,” he stated.


Twenty-Eight

Ash’s breathing was slow and steady as he watched what was coming down from above.

“What do we do?” he murmured. “If we open the portal, I feel like that meteorite known as a man will be coming our way.”

“Yes, I… agree,” Ren concluded with a sigh. “Whatever that man is, he hungers so deeply for Qi that he would drink my blood just to get what was residually there.”

“If not cracking our bones open to suck out the marrow,” elaborated Si’Sha. “They will eventually come across someone who tells them of our island.”

“Locke, it would be good to pull everything out, cast it into the Hall, all of our people, even those in Joseon, and retreat,” Ash said. “Or at least… the Brides. The Knights repel Qi. If anything… if anything they’ll be more useful at the moment.”

“Already done! You, Si’Sha, and Ren, are the only Qi users not in the hall. You should probably come over now.”

Blowing out a breath, Ash sighed, it was the right thing to do.

Then he froze.

He remembered that there were Brides out in other countries right now. Acting as envoys. They had left their Manse rings behind so that they wouldn’t bring anything across on accident.

His eyes dipped down to the ground as he looked at the Bonds of Sheng that stretched out in more than a few directions. More than a few Brides were here.

He quickly stripped them of Qi.

Emptying them out in a flash, he then made sure there wasn’t a drop of Qi in them. They were empty and bereft of Qi now.

“I can’t leave,” Ash muttered. “I need to go… find my Brides. They’re still here.”

As Lord Sheng, he couldn’t leave his Brides here when he had the chance to save them. To pull them into the Manse and safe-guard them was an expectation that they had of him.

His Dao, now aware of the problem, demanded he act.

“I have to save my Brides,” he muttered and looked to Ren and Si’Sha.

“I formally request to assist as your Bridal Realm Lord,” Ren offered with a bright smile. “I must save our Brides.”

Si’Sha nodded her head emphatically.

Ash chewed at his lip, then turned. This island would be fine. There wasn’t anything here that would need to be secured, or even put away. Everything was already safe and settled without him doing anything more.

It was his Brides that needed him.

Rushing off to the port, he was fairly certain there would be several boats there.

As he got there, he saw that there were indeed two boats. One of them looked like what he would consider a speed boat, and he went right to it. The keys were thankfully in the ignition, and it seemed as if the boat had been prepared, in fact.

“I had a few Brides do it. They were at the port before they joined the Manse. It’s… all I can do. I can’t even join you. I’d be like a massive sun-flare going off.”

The muttered words were filled with hurt and scared sounding. Locke hated being away from him, and she was terrified for his safety.

He was risking himself for people who couldn’t protect themselves.

Yet that was why he was doing it.

Lord Sheng didn’t let Brides fall if he could help it.

“I have no idea how to drive a boat. So… let’s figure it out,” he said, looked to Ren and Si’Sha as they sat themselves down, and then turned the key. “Piece of cake?”

He pushed what he thought was the throttle for the right direction and ended up causing the boat to back up into the pier.

“Oop, oop, this way, I guess,” he said, and pushed it the opposite way. He had no idea, but he’d learn it quickly.

Ash began to draw on the Bond of Sheng, pulling at the appropriate strands to draw his Brides to him. At the same time, he started moving toward one particular direction that had a large number of Brides.

***

“Well that was rough,” Ren whispered, and held a hand out to Ash. He took it and helped her out of the destroyed boat. She daintily stepped out of it as if she were a princess with delicate feet. Putting them down onto a rock rather than the frothy sea and sand around it. “Ohhhh… my shoes… the sea salt will ruin them.”

“Uh, right,” Ash muttered, then scooped Ren up. Holding her against himself. He began walking off the beach and toward the shoreline. There were a number of stores there and on his right was a long pier. There was a restaurant at the end of it.

“Why thank you, Ashley. If Si’Sha had nice shoes on I’d make you carry her, too,” Ren remarked and patted him on the chest.

“Yeah, I wore my boots. I’m fine. I’ll just need to oil them later,” Si’Sha agreed, walking along next to him. “Then again, I didn’t rush over from a different plane, so it’s understandable. I just rolled out of bed.”

“Yes… I didn’t choose as well as I probably should have. I somewhat prioritized looking pretty. Ah the fool I am?” Ren murmured as Ash trudged along the beach.

“Very pretty,” he allowed, and then kissed her cheek, focusing on walking.

When he got to a walkway, he set her down upon the hardened surface.

Standing there, he looked one way, then the other.

Then, surprisingly, six different women stepped out from an alley and moved toward him. He knew they were Brides before he had even looked at them.

They were all dressed in modern clothes, carried purses, and looked for all the world, perfectly normal. As if each of them was truly part of this world.

“Lord Sheng,” said the one in the lead. “We’re glad to see you. We felt you coming but weren’t sure what to do. We felt it when you took our Qi.”

“Yes, there’s… something happening. North of Joseon, fire Qi users came out,” Ash muttered and looked to those who stood around him. “Their arrival brought something else. Someone else. I think we’re dealing with an ancient Cultivator. Someone who knew the One Emperor. We need to lie low for a time. Lie low, gather the Brides, and wait for the Cultivator to get bored and go elsewhere. To turn his focus somewhere else.

“Then we can turn the portals back on and leave. Because until that happens, opening the portal is asking for problems. They’re currently well-hidden on Sheng island and not something he’s likely to discover if he comes digging around.”

“We understand,” said the Bride, then she gave him a wide smile. “Let’s go to my apartment. We can plan from there. I have the closest place. We’re all… Outworlders. There’s another three coming down from the north I assume, that are also Outworlders. We came here together because we thought we could recruit more people. We know how to live in this world and could do so without too much hassle.”

“How fortunate. Xiuying sent you here, didn’t she,” he deadpanned. Already knowing exactly what’d happened. “Did she also give you a great deal of wealth? Knowing her, she did it for some random reason, did it without telling anyone, and told you she had already told everyone and took care of it.”

“Uh… we… we weren’t supposed to get a gold allowance?” asked a second Bride, a third nodding her head. The other three just looked confused.

“Xiu… Xiu when I catch you, I’m going to love you, and beg you to never leave my side,” Ash muttered and then gestured to the Brides. “Please then, take me away. I leave myself to you. We’ll need to start contacting the other Brides in the Outworld and having them come this way.”

“I already took care of it,” said the Bride that’d spoken first. She was starting to feel like a leader to Ash. “I activated the phone tree the moment you drained me of Qi. This morning that is. I could feel you coming toward us, so I activated it and have everyone coming here. It’ll take time, but we were all… all Outworlders. We know how to move through this world.”

Ash snorted, nodded his head, then gestured to the side.

“Please, my dearest resourceful Bride, lead your very appreciative Lord Sheng, Lady Ren, and Lady Si’Sha. We’re within your grace,” he stated and meant it. This would likely become an event retold later. Because Lord Sheng came to free his Brides, and his Brides came to shelter Lord Sheng. Each side doing what they were supposed to. “And my thanks.”

There was a strange tingling that ran down him.

An odd echo that resounded through his head.

Fate, his Dao, and something else responded.

Then he realized what it was as he stood back up.

“Ah… my priestess Brides. You’re… you’re all from that grouping,” Ash said, the truth made manifest before him. The Brides were practically thrumming in place before him. He now understood how it had all unfolded. How they had all been far more in tune with one another despite how the situation was supposed to be.

“Yes,” said the one who had taken the lead. “That’s… us.”

Nodding his head, he put his hands behind his back and walked up to her with a warm smile.

“Then please lead me, Divine Bride. I’m at your leisure, and your pleasure,” he offered, giving birth to a formal title for this group of women. “The Bridal Realm Lords and I thank you.”

Nodding her head quickly, the woman who was clearly the leader, turned, and started walking. Everyone began falling in with her and moving down the paved path.

It turned softly and he found several cars all parked nearby.

“I’ll take them,” said the leader with a small hand wave. “Split into front and back.”

The other Brides nodded and started moving to other cars as a second one moved to join the leader. She was moving towards a somewhat large SUV.

Si’Sha walked up to the rear door of it, pulled it open and looked to Ash.

Getting into the vehicle, he took the middle seat and Si’Sha got in after him. Ren got in on the other side and sat beside him on the left.

Ah, I’m lucky Pierre. Great.

The two Outworlder Brides got into the front and the doors were all shut.

Feeling the vehicle start, Ash quickly pulled his seatbelt on.

“I’m… I’m not going to lie, Lord Sheng,” said the Bride in the driver seat, the leader. “I’m not going to lie and tell you I’m not terrified to be in your presence, but equally-equally excited. You’re Lord Sheng. I’m so pleased that I was allowed to be here and meet you. I know I’m not worthy, not yet, but we all serve.”

“We serve,” said the other Bride.

“That’s their affirmation,” Ren offered. “Their group all have that affirmation. Locke gave them an organization to work from. A type of priestess, she said.”

“I mean… it fits. It works. I’m developing a deity like portfolio,” he said as the Brides pulled their vehicles into the street. “It’s new. Young. Momentum and the Sheng. The Dao of momentum itself. They just established the spiritual way before any of us opened up our upper Dantian. I’m sure they’ll be nearly the first to be there.”

“We serve,” hissed the Bride behind the wheel with a shudder in her voice.

“We serve,” agreed the second.

“See? They got there before the rest of us,” Ash said, sighed, then leaned into Ren. The whisper that came next was for her alone. “Please don’t change Ren. Please just be you.”

Ren hesitated, then put an arm around him, pulling her in close.

“I’ll try. I can’t promise it. You’re Lord Sheng… you’re not just Ashley Sheng anymore. You’re not the young man who showed up, flirted with me, and made my heart beat so fast that I couldn’t breathe,” she whispered, then kissed the side of his head. “Enjoy the ride, Lord Sheng.”

They began driving down the road, street lights, stars, and signs all passing by all around him.

It was a strange feeling as he looked out the window, beyond Ren’s beautiful profile.

Stores went past, cars, people, street lights.

This place felt very similar to the world he had left. Almost like it was an analogue of it.

“What’s the name of this place?” he asked.

“The Union of Columbia!” said the Bride in the front passenger seat. “I’m from here. It’s alright. A lot better than other places. It has issues, but what place doesn’t, but it’s still better than most.”

Ash only frowned. It definitely sounded like where he came from, but not quite.

He didn’t want to say anything.

Those who knew he was from a different plane were few. It wasn’t information shared that often.

“We’re going to be here for a little bit, aren’t we,” Si’Sha said.

The Bride in the driver’s seat turned on the radio.

“— continues to battle the unknown individual,” the radio commented. “Neither side seems to have won a decisive victory, though it’s a question of numbers I suppose. Those who came out of the volcano have lost three people, but the old man has clearly started to run out of energy. They’ve been battling for seven hours now, and it doesn’t seem to be slowing anytime soon.”

Seven hours.

I guess using that smidgen of Qi off the back of the boat really got us where we needed to go nice and quick. It probably would’ve taken us days.

Days and days.

“A month, probably.”

“—are just watching. Though, at this juncture, we’re not sure when this will end. We’ll send this back to Robert in the studio,” said the newscaster.

“I think we’ll be here a while, Si’Sha,” Ash confessed. “A while… but I think it’ll be fun. I didn’t get to enjoy being here much last time since I was so high profile then.

“I think it’ll be fun.”

***

Ash laughed, waited a beat, then put a full force jab in, quickly followed by a low quick, and then a full right straight.

Si’Sha caught the jab, dodged the kick, but took the straight right to the jaw. Whipping it to the side. To which she only grinned and then stormed forward.

She caught him up under the waist, grabbed him, and then flung him to the mat. Smashing his whole body into it.

Except she’d gotten so excited she forgot they were unpowered, again.

Unpowered and vulnerable to very silly tricks.

Like a simple armbar.

Ash had wrapped her up in it and was leaning back now.

“Eeeeennn, okay!” whined Si’Sha quickly. She knew he would tweak it back till she gave in. Without hope of escaping it, she just gave in.

Releasing her arm, Ash quickly pinned her to the mat, laid down atop her, and lay there panting. He turned his head to look up at the TV in the corner of the gym.

Breathing hard, he just watched it for a moment.

“Ugh, you beat my ass too much,” Si’Sha grumbled, her arms resting around Ash’s back and shoulders. “Even without Qi you’re so damn tough.”

She thumped him on the back in a warm way.

“It’s been three months, and the battle seems unchanged,” stated the reporter on the TV-screen. It swapped to a video that seemed almost to be the same every time it came up. An old man in rags turned into little more than ashes, given how he had battled for as long as he had against fire users, versus a group of people utilizing fire Qi abilities.

Sometimes they would battle, sometimes the fire users would change themselves out for others, but they never broke away from one another. It was a fight that was ongoing in a strange way to Ash.

Something else was happening here, but he didn’t know what.

He would likely only know if he were in their presence, but that wasn’t something he wanted to risk. Because it would be hard to hide himself once he showed up.

“They lost another one,” Si’Sha said from beneath him. “I don’t see the short one. He took that hit a week ago and never came back. If they’re both relying on Qi they’ll run him down. But that doesn’t feel right either. Something else is going on there.”

Ash grunted. It was the same thoughts he had. He shifted around, looked down to Si’Sha, then kissed her briefly. Then he stood up, grabbed her by the hand, and hauled her up to her feet.

They were standing in the middle of a gym they attended. Just to work out, spar, and keep themselves moving.

Surprisingly, Ash had found seven kids who wanted to learn martial arts. Who also had Dantians but would never experience Qi. The Gym hired him to perform an after-school class for a group of twenty, and those seven had come from there.

He was paid under the table, not that he cared, given their wealth in the Hall, and it gave him something to do.

“You… kiss me often,” Si’Sha said, her hand rubbing at her jaw where he’d caught her. They fought without equipment because even a hard punch faded in minutes.

“I mean… yes?” Ash said, still watching the TV. “I’m sorry, should I not? I suppose I fell into the habit with all those Divine Brides around expecting me to dote on you and Ren. Lord Sheng should love his Bridal Realm Lords and all that. We serve.”

He couldn’t help but tease a bit.

Ash liked them well enough, but they were overly devoted to him and left him feeling odd about it. Not wrong, just odd.

“No, please continue. I just… mmm… nevermind. I’m being stupid. Overthinking,” she muttered, then laughed. “Alright. Come. Give your Bridal Realm Lord another kiss. If I put you on the ground I’m taking those rights from you I’ve declined the whole time.”

“Oh? Uhm,” Ash walked up to her slowly, bounced off her, and dramatically threw himself to the mat. “Arrrrghhh…oooooh… I’m wouuuuuunded. You broke all my limbs. I’m shattered. I’ll need thirty minutes to fix myself up and then I can continue.”

Si’Sha was staring at him with a blank face.

“Ow?” he tried, then smiled at her.

Since becoming Lord Sheng, and being surrounded by the Divine Brides, he had found he had to actually work at keeping himself grounded.

Ren and Si’Sha were that grounding focal point, as the rest of his group were all battling in the Langye army to hold the enemy back.

Even Locke was busy, helping with Xiuying and the prisoners.

In truth, Ren and Si’Sha were the only Brides not busy, as the realms they controlled were mostly empty of Brides at the time. Recruitment was slowed to a crawl, and new Brides were being taken very slowly to train them up.

He continued to smile at Si’Sha, waiting for a response from her.

“Hm,” she said and stood up slowly. “Well. I… guess I win. I didn’t realize I was holding back for nothing with my rights.”

Then she finally smiled at him, and it was like looking at a different woman.


Twenty-Nine

Ash laughed, watching as the young man in front of him threw a kick at him that was put out with absolute intent to harm Ash. A true attack filled with the desire to land and win.

It reminded him of what felt like eons ago. When he had been nothing like who he was today.

He allowed the kick to land. It was a perfect attack, and it would be a disservice to the young man to not allow it. Ash was his teacher, and he needed to focus on providing proper feedback.

Which included letting hits that were perfect, hit.

Lifting his arm, Ash took the blows full force rather than dodge away. His arm only an inch or two away from his head, which was where the kick had been aimed at.

Rather than counter the young man, a move to be made when the blow wouldn’t be decisive, Ash just stood there. He let the young man fall back a step and rebalance himself since the kick had landed.

“Good,” Ash said, let his guard down and stood up straight. “Very good. That most certainly would’ve been the end of the fight. Without question. Very good.”

Ash clapped his hands together several times.

“Now, let’s move on to the next,” he murmured and glanced over at Si’Sha. She was working with a young woman she had taken an interest in. She was often giving her private lessons by herself.

Walking over to the rest of the young people, Ash looked them over.

He froze as someone walked into the gym and paused at the door.

Ash looked them over and knew instantly that they were not what they seemed. Their momentum was small, but it was part of something larger. That larger momentum was not part of Ash’s, and it didn’t flow entirely with his as Lord Sheng.

Whoever that person was, they worked for the government in some fashion. As only a government would have a momentum as large as what Ash saw.

They didn’t look to be interested in anything about the gym other than the front desk, however. Nor did his momentum run up against Ash’s personal momentum.

He wasn’t an issue at this time.

“We’ll be working on our endurance. It’s your favorite time of the lesson,” Ash said, grinning at everyone. He knew they hated how much he made them run, but he was determined to bring their stamina up. “A fight is never over, until you’re down. If you go down, go down because you lost. Not because you ran out of gas. So, let’s start running. I know you’re all tired, but that’s the very reason you’re running. Stay in the group I assigned you and move at the pace I expect. I gave you all a different speed and expectation to match what I believe is ideal for you.”

He clapped his hands, and that was that.

All twenty of his students got up, and immediately moved into groups. They then started running along the outer edge of the gym. Some faster, some slower. All with their groups.

For some reason, word was spreading about his classes. More kids kept showing up and he had to keep incorporating them into his classes.

On some level, this all made him miss having a normal life. A life where he could have done such a thing.

Moving to his bag, he opened it, dug out his phone, then turned it on. He flipped over to the social page that Ren had made for herself. If she was on, she wouldn’t be able to answer a call.

Immediately, he found Ren on her social-media page, live, and unbelievably, stitching a doll together.

Those who watched her were always shocked to see how beautiful she was when the camera was turned away from her hands. The entirety of the stream was zoomed in on her making random dolls and things.

Rarely was it her face or body.

Whenever it was, it always caused a stir in the chat.

Nodding his head, he put his phone back away. She was enjoying herself with her arts and crafts. She had really leaned into doll making.

“Ash Sheng?” asked a man’s voice from the side.

Blinking, Ash looked to the speaker. He didn’t go by that name at the moment. Which meant this individual from the government had come here looking for him.

Knowing who he was and exactly what they were walking into.

Grinning, Ash looked at the man and focused entirely on him. Letting his awareness nearly spear the man along with a fraction of his killing intent.

To citizens, this was more than enough to send most of them into a dreadful fear of the world. A fear that they were being hunted and there was danger overhead.

The man winced, forced his smile to remain, and stood there. His entire body locked in place by a force of fill and little else.

“Yes?” Ash asked and ended the killing intent. He wasn’t going to hide who he was or what he was about.

Si’Sha had already noticed and had sent her trainee off to do something. She was now standing a few feet behind the man.

He was fair skinned, his hair clean cut, he was wearing casual clothes that almost seemed at odds for his hair and how he carried himself. As if he were more used to suits and ties. He had dressed to be here and for this moment.

Blue eyes, faded brown hair that was trending toward blonde in some spots, in perfect shape, the man looked like someone you would send in to make a trade deal.

“I… thank you,” the man said in a tense voice after the feelings he was likely suffering under ended. “I appreciate that. I hope you forgive me my approach, but the timing was too good. You don’t remain long after you finish your classes unless you’re training with—”

He paused and slowly looked over his shoulder to find Si’Sha standing behind him. She had a flat stare, a line for a mouth, and a body ready to lunge forward and unscrew his head from his shoulders.

“Yes,” he finished and looked back to Ash. “I was hoping I could speak with you at some point in the near future. My government has noted your existence only a day ago and-and wanted to reach out to you. To see if there was anything that could be discussed about the current situation. Your take on it. Why Sheng island went absolutely dark. With the only remnants the Knights in Joseon who are holding the border.”

“Hm. I see. Well. I suppose I could be open to a conversation. I’ll finish my class and then we can go to the cafe across the street,” Ash said and pointed out one of the windows. “Please don’t do anything silly like fill it with agents or try to put listening devices. You may have your phone out during the conversation to record. It’ll keep the audio clear that way and you don’t have to do anything… aggravating.”

“Not a problem. Thank you for the consideration. I really appreciate that. Could I bring someone else? Not for security or anything, just someone who would likely want to ask questions,” asked the man, nodding his head slightly.

“That’s not a problem. You may bring as many as can sit at the booth or table. I will be with my companion,” Ash said and pointed at Si’Sha.

He was rather curious about how they’d found him.

After they had established themselves in this world, the Divine Brides had mostly retreated to the Manse. Ash had come with their rings after all. There was no connection that would’ve led them back to Ash.

Nonetheless, Ren was likely unknown to them. She could act as backup if needed and not be immediately identified.

“Thank you. I really appreciate it. I’ll wait in the diner, Lord Sheng,” the man stated, nodded awkwardly, then left. Walking away with more grace than Ash expected for a citizen who had been given a taste of killing intent.

“The found us?” Si’Sha asked and wandered over to where Ash stood. Both of them watching the agent leave the gym.

“It would seem so. I’m curious how they managed it. Though they have approached in a similar way as the last government with just a single agent to start,” Ash murmured. “I hope they maintain a better decorum than the last though. I really didn’t like that they had a tank shoot at me. That was just ridiculous.”

“I wonder how it feels to be hit by one. I really want to know,” Si’Sha said, then put an arm around Ash’s shoulders. It was possessive.

It was Si’Sha.

“I’ve been hit by a rocket-launcher. That stung,” Si’Sha continued as Ash put an arm around her waist in return. “I think it would’ve blown up lesser Cultivators though. I think a tank might actually hurt, given it has a higher penetration power than explosive power.”

She turned, looked at him, and then smiled.

“Wanna test your penetration power later tonight? Ren got last night,” Si’Sha declared without shame and absolute boldness.

“Guh… I hate this. I… I want… my turn. I’m so busy though.”

Locke whined loudly inside of his mind. As if she were screaming at the heavens.

“It’s unfair. I want it. I want you. I miss you. I love you, Ashley.”

I love you, too. But… you’re not here. I’m sorry?

“Sure, Si’Sha,” he said, smiling at the woman.

“Hate. Need. Dick. HATE.”

***

Ash entered the cafe, noted the agent, as clearly that’s what he was, and then moved to join him. Si’Sha at his elbow, now in casual clothes, just as he was.

He noted that the man was with an older man with graying hair who was in a suit, as well as a young woman in a business-casual looking outfit.

They each had a glass of water in front of them, though Ash noted that one had no ice in it, the woman’s, and the other two did. As if they’d arrived at different times or the server forgot to put ice in hers. There were also four or five straw wrappers to the side, but only two straws in use.

They’d arrived early, had been here for a time, and at different arrival times.

“Hello, hello,” Ash said as he scooted into the booth. Si’Sha coming in right after him. He leaned back and looked around for a server.

They spotted him immediately and came over, menu in hand.

“Did you all order yet?” Ash asked, looking to the three individuals. They all shook their heads. “Hope you’re ready then. I don’t normally eat, but I love modern food.”

“I have a fondness for it as well,” Si’Sha confessed. “It’s hard… to eat anything else now. I especially like the frozen burritos.”

“You eat them frozen like some kind of monster,” Ash said accusingly, looking at the pretty and fierce woman. “I didn’t even realize you could do that.”

“I like the sharpness and crunch,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders. “The cold soothes me, too.”

“See? Monster,” Ash said, looking to the three individuals across from him.

Then the waitress arrived.

Everyone ordered quickly and the waitress departed, promising to return with drinks for them.

“Frozen?” asked the woman, looking at Si’Sha. “Isn’t it hard on your teeth?”

“Mm? Mm,” Si’Sha replied, then reached into her mouth and prodded at her teeth. As if she’d never considered her teeth having problems. Then she shook her head. “My teeth are that of a Cultivator’s. They must be strong. Impervious. Or they would’ve been knocked out long ago.”

Ash and Si’Sha then looked to the two agents. Wondering what next would be said.

“Ah, you’re Lord Sheng,” said the older agent. It was clear he would be taking the lead in the end. “Right…? You match the pictures but… you also don’t.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that. He hadn’t noticed any changes in himself.

“Show me the picture? But yes, I’m Lord Sheng. Ash Sheng. Of the Sheng,” he confirmed.

The woman had pulled up a small bag and rifled around in it, then pulled out several pictures. She laid them out on the table between them.

Ash looked them over and found that they were right. It was most certainly him, but also not him. The most recent photo was from what was likely yesterday. He looked much more like a man in his twenties. A vast difference compared to what his actual age was.

He didn’t look worse thankfully, just more mature.

That or he had lost track of time since leaving his parents home.

“Hm, yes. It does seem as if I’ve changed,” he admitted, looking at the pictures. He had a thought as to what it might be. “I have increased in power since that first photo. Significantly. I am much more than I was previously. That’s all.”

It was that he had finalized his middle Dantian.

He was Lord Sheng, a very minor deity with a growing spiritual base.

His self-image was shaped by his people as well as his own beliefs.

For all intents and purposes, Lord Sheng was a bit older than Ashley Sheng, with a mature look. The change must’ve been so gradual that no one noticed without looking at photos, since no one else had said anything.

It made sense to him and would explain all of it.

“I see. We… have no experience with any of this,” said the original agent. Ash had never asked their names, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know them. It felt somewhat odd to him. “When you arrived, we never would’ve expected more would come. And now… now the whole world… it’s…”

The man’s words trailed off as if he didn’t even know how to explain it himself.

Ash could sympathize. Having an Immortal level cultivator anywhere was just asking for a great deal of death unless there were other Immortals to keep them in check.

It was the very reason the Upper Realm existed, and they were disallowed from being anywhere else, on pain of the Emperor ending them.

Nor did it help that One Emperor’s Seal was likely once again being used, and it granted the enemy a great deal of power over far too much.

“Yes. I did not know about the Fire users, or the Emissary. They were on the moon, by the way. They flew here from there,” Ash explained, nodding his head. “It’s all wrapped up in a war from many years ago. Likely before recorded civilization for you. It doesn’t concern you other than it is happening in your realm.

“Which is unfortunate, but the reality of your situation.”

“And yours,” pointed out the older agent.

“No. I’m here because I choose to be. I could leave,” Ash admitted honestly. If he really wanted to, he could just activate the portals, leave, and then break them from the other side and seal off this realm once and for all. It wasn’t what he wanted to do, however.

What he really wanted was for the Palace Guard’s descendants to kill the Emissary and make this easy for him.

Except that he didn’t think they could win. It was becoming clear that this fight would bleed the Palace Guard’s descendants dry. That they were, in fact, already losing.

“Ah, that would explain some of it. I take it… you have removed anyone… that this Emissary might focus on?” asked the woman.

“Yes, good assumption. Everyone who might cause the Emissary or even the Fire users to look at them, were all sent back to our own realm,” Ash confirmed with a small nod of his head. “We briefly spoke to the Fire users. They weren’t here to take over, but to fight the Emissary. They’d been expecting him to be there.

“What they’d felt was my people. That we had been putting our power source out into this world. Like… a stink in a room without ventilation. Eventually, if the stink remains, it’ll reach the other side of the empty room. That’s what happened.

“They sensed we were using power. Once we realized that was the issue, we pulled out. We left.”

He was lying, but only a small lie. For the most part, it was true. They’d left the moment they had realized they were causing ripples in a lake. The problem was, they’d left too late. The Emissary had either already sensed them, or had started moving the moment the Palace Guard descendants had surfaced.

“Ah,” said the woman, a worried expression flickering over her face. “Then… you… don’t plan on fighting either group?”

Ash now realized what this was. They had been likely looking for the Sheng Alliance to find out what was going on, then to propose they join his alliance. To push themselves completely into his circle, if only because he was the only possibility they could see to kill either the Palace Guards, or the Emissary.

“It depends,” he said, realizing this was a perfect opportunity. He could bring the entirety of this realm under his domain if he did this well. Could bring them under his rule as Lord Sheng and usher them into it. “It depends. So… let’s truly discuss this. From your point of view, my point of view, and where we might find a middle ground.”

He smiled then, knowing full well exactly what Lord Sheng would be expected to do in this situation. His mind began to dredge up the possibilities of what he would need to do, to secure this realm.

“Let’s say… I as Lord Sheng, decide to take this realm into my hands. To save what I can save, and provide what I can provide… what would you say to that?” he said, and slowly tilted his head to the side. Smiling to the government agents seated across from him.


Thirty

Unfortunately, the agents clammed up very quickly once Ash had brought up the subject about Lord Sheng and what they could offer him. They would of course need to take this to their higher ups and navigate it from there.

Surprisingly though, Si’Sha had managed to carve the female agent off from the other two men and talked to her for a while. To the point that Ash had simply gone home.

He was even now watching Ren as she made dolls. Humming to herself, sometimes singing, and stitching away. Her needle and thread sliding and swishing as she went.

Between all that, she had a rolling patter of conversation with her audience. A soft-spoken discussion about what she was doing more often than not, but sometimes about greater topics in the world.

She had little awareness or knowledge of it, so half of any discussion about it often became her just asking questions.

That or people pressing her to give them advice.

Ren often would speak to people in a soft and warm manner, giving positive affirmations.

When Ash had sat there and read the chat, it had felt as if many people were just there to hear her tell them they could do it.

Ash looked at his phone as one such exchange was ongoing.

“—sure you can do it. You deserve it. You’re just being silly,” whispered Ren as she quickly stitched along a seem of a doll’s arm, using thimble, thread, and her fingers threading a delicate needle. Perfectly without error and endlessly. “You have to choose it though. Your thoughts create your reality. If you want change in your life, it begins by changing your thoughts. And by changing your thoughts, you’re discarding older ways that no longer suit you.”

Ren paused, looked at the computer monitor nearby, then clicked her tongue.

“I love my husband very much, though thank you for the compliment,” Ren murmured and then continued after a soft laugh. “He takes very good care of me. I’m having the time of my life and he’s given me everything. I really appreciate the kind words though.”

Ren froze in place, then slowly turned around and looked at him. Realizing he was there. Then she smiled at him, raised her eyebrows, and went back to her work.

“I think you’ll find someone for you though MrSlowat. You just have to keep trying. I had a very hard time of it before I found my husband you know. We all have our ordeals and trials. You just have to affirm that you’re aware of them, and push, even if you make no progress at all,” she whispered, her needle quickly finishing up the arm of the doll. She turned it over and then started to put in thread where it would join with the shoulder and neck. “Progress is progress. If you just stop, throw up your hands, and give up your momentum, you’re lost. You’ll have to start over. But starting over is easy. Keeping your momentum is hard. Now… I’m going to cut the stream here today. My husband showed up and… I miss him.”

Ren flashed her hands out in front of the camera, wriggled her fingers, and then reached over to tap at the laptop. In several clicks it was turned off and she spun around to face him.

“Once it was obvious they couldn’t say anything more I came back here to think” she said, smiling at him. “That and to get some information from my stream. They always give me a lot without me pushing too much.

“They don’t know about the Cultivators at all. As far as I can tell, all information to them has been restricted. The country they’re in is very heavy handed with news and information. It’s all been locked down quite well.

“Everyone knows about Lord Sheng though. Many people are wondering where the Brides went. They were a bit of a spectacle, after all. There’s a bit of a search for them ongoing, but that’s about all.”

“Yeah, the agents didn’t talk much after I brought it up,” Ash admitted. “They got close mouthed pretty swiftly and then didn’t want to discuss it at all. They primarily wanted to talk about the Palace Guard descendants and the Emissary. Which I can’t blame them for.

“Except we don’t really have much in the way of information that we didn’t already offer up to them. We just don’t know enough.”

“It’s true,” Ren said wistfully. Then she clapped her hands together twice, bounced out of her seat and went over to one of her drawers. She opened it and pulled out two dolls. “Look! I made us.”

She quickly came over to him and just about pushed herself into his side, holding up the thing she’d made in her hands.

It was indeed a doll version of Ash and Ren holding hands. There was a dotted line on Ren’s shirt which seemed oddly low, but he had a solid black line on his shirt.

“I made it while I was wasting time yesterday on the stream. I had already finished up the project I was working on and decided to do something… silly,” she said.

He didn’t believe her for a minute. He reached out and took the doll from her, smiled at her, and knew what he needed to say.

“May I have it?” he inquired, his fingers curling around the doll couple.

“I… of course! Yes! Please!” she said excitedly. If she had any Qi in her, he was sure it’d be bubbling, pink, and giggling excitedly.

Ren then laughed and let out a small snort. Which only ever happened when she was really excited.

“Mm!” she said, quickly getting herself under control. “What’s our next step?”

“They’ll call us tomorrow. My cell phone. Another meeting. Probably somewhere secure,” he murmured. He knew what Ren was going to say.

“Isn’t that what happened last time?” she said, demonstrating he did indeed know.

“Yes, but, I don’t think it’ll be an issue. I’ve already told them that I’d be very annoyed. I’d use more than enough power to attract the Emissary. Straight to that location.”

“Ahhh… yes. That would make me hesitate if I was them,” Ren confirmed, watching him. Her eyes glittering.

“HATE THIS. HAAAAAATE. SEXY HALLMARK CHANNEL. IT’S ALL I EVER GET TO WATCH, AND IT JUST LOGJAMS MY FLUME RIDE.”

Screamed Locke inside his mind, knowing what was coming next.

***

Ash didn’t have a bag pulled over his head. He wasn’t subjected to any type of disorientation at all.

In fact, it was the opposite.

They’d prepared a great deal of food, drink, and snacks for him, and put him, Ren, and Si’Sha on a plane. In the end they’d figured it would be easier for Ren to accompany Ash, rather than stay behind.

The plane flew quite swiftly and landed somewhere considerably to the East. Then they were taken to another location by a convoy of SUVs.

It’d taken some time, but Ash was resistant to using Qi to fly or move himself around. The longer they could resist that urge, the better off they’d be and not alert the Emissary to their actions.

From there they were taken to a rather large and imposing building, escorted inside, and quickly taken to a room. It was filled with refreshments, once again.

“They haven’t tried to poison or medicate us at all,” Ren said, peering down at the spread of fresh fruit. Ash had found that having fruit almost always on-hand had become something of a joy for her.

Given that their own worlds, Cultivator realms that didn’t have agricultural methods that this world did, and had seasons and limitations on when things would be available, it wasn’t that surprising she was enjoying it.

“It is rather nice that they haven’t done anything foolish. Though I’m tired of all the listening devices and cameras. Though… they’re not trying to hide them. Which is equally gratifying,” Si’Sha murmured and gestured at a camera perched in the corner of the room. She wasn’t wrong either. Recorders and cameras had been everywhere so far, recording everything said.

Which was why they’d been speaking in Kingdom since the beginning. It wasn’t a language spoken on this world. Though he still wasn’t sure why some languages were immediately translated, but others weren’t.

It still made no sense to him. There was something there, but he didn’t know what. Not yet at least. He was sure he’d figure it out at some point, he just wasn’t sure when that’d happen.

Si’Sha was stuffing her face with anything she could at the desert table. Her sweet tooth knew no bounds. She brushed her teeth, thankfully, but it was more of a question of preventing bad breath, than worrying over cavities.

She only nodded her head, picked up several chunks of chocolate meant to be eaten as single bites on different plates, and put them all in her mouth.

Ash blinked, held his tongue, and just quietly loaded up his own plate. They’d been traveling for a while today, but he had assured them they did not need sleep. A meeting was fine.

“Ah, thank you for coming,” came the voice of a man in his sixties. He came in at a fast walk. He had dark gray hair, pale brown eyes, and was surprisingly almost overweight. “I’m… well, you asked to be taken to their leader, here I am.”

Laughing, Ash couldn’t deny he had literally given them the ‘take me to your leader’ line when he’d arrived. He hadn’t been able to help himself.

“Well, thank you for seeing me,” Ash said, noting that strangely there was no one with him. No aides. No bodyguards. No security. No reporters. Nothing. “You’ve chosen absolute secrecy?”

“Yes. Absolutely. It’s at the point that those watching the cameras and listening in right now are at a level of clearance that is the highest,” said the man. He picked up a plate and went straight into the food.

Ash didn’t mind a lack of decorum, nor did he mind there not being as many watchers. If anything, he was quite happy with it.

“Fair enough. Well. Your people asked me what my intentions were, and I honestly at the time told them my intentions were to watch. This isn’t truly my problem, and I have no reason to act,” Ash admitted and turned more towards the man. “Also, I’m sorry, I don’t know your name. It might be a common bit of knowledge for those of your nation, but I’m a stranger.”

“Mm! I’m so sorry. That’s a very fair point,” the man grunted out after swallowing. “I’m Grand Minister Dickson. Gerald Dickson. You can address me as Mr. Dickson or Minister Dickson. Ah, forgive me for asking, but is it Lord Sheng? Mr. Sheng? Ashley?”

In that moment, Ash had almost immediately responded with ‘Ash is fine’, before he realized his mistake. He was now beholden to the name he had adopted. A name that was shaping his very existence and how things flowed around him.

“Lord Sheng would be the correct form of address for me,” he said, and bowed his head to the other man. “Minister Dickson, I have no desire to combat what is a problem for your realm. It is very selfish of me to admit, but my own home lies across an ocean while yours burns down here. All I will achieve while attempting to put out your home is harm to myself or bring the fire home. When I suggested that I’d be willing to intercede as Lord Sheng, but only if I was recognized globally as Lord Sheng, was when the conversation became strange. Expectedly so.”

“Ah… yes… what… what exactly… that is,” Dickson tried, seemingly unable to handle Ash’s very direct statement.

“I would ask for obeisance, given through a particular oath, but no tribute. No taxes. I would recruit from your nation to fill my ranks, but my recruitment cycles are very strict. Likely one percent of those who applied would be accepted. The numbers are low. Very low,” Ash answered the unspoken questions. “I would obey your laws, when in your nations. I would expect each nation to have an embassy to Sheng. Any questions beyond that?”

Ash continued to quietly eat from the plate he’d made up. Watching the man who governed this nation, not the globe. From what he understood of global politics though, this man had a long reach and could help bring many into line.

“You would handle this Emissary and the ones who are fighting him then?” asked the man. “But what about after that?”

“Each embassy of Sheng would host a small number of combat-oriented individuals. They would be there to insure no such incident occurs again,” Ash promised. He was fairly certain it was an easy promise to make, as it was unlikely anymore would show up. To them though, they’d had three different factions appear in less than a year. They would be unlikely to believe that there wouldn’t be any more appearing. “It wouldn’t do to demand obeisance and then not protect you. Think of it as… a feudal lord system. I am your Lord Sheng. Each of you a duke. I would provide you a royal garrison. Should a country not agree… well… I would think the royal garrison might help you bring in others to agree. But that would come after I clear the Emissary from the field. Not before.

“And after I’m done with this, there won’t be any accepted Dukes. The die will have been cast.”

The Grand Minister chewed as he clearly thought on that. His face was a measured mask in politics, and he seemed, outwardly, unbothered by what Ash had just said.

When he swallowed he held up a finger, his brows pressing together.

“What you are describing is more or less how it already was, just with an… oath of obeisance… this time. Is it not?” he clarified.

To be sure, the requirements put on the nations would be exactly the same. There would be no change at all in what they were providing to the Sheng.

If one were to inspect a written proposal, it’d be a near facsimile of the previous agreement, just with the obeisance clause.

“I don’t even care if you tell your people what you’ve done,” Ash added with a shrug. “As long as the government holds to its word, I will have no reason to ever naysay it or even speak a word of what the truth is. I would give you that as part of my oath to you in return, if it would help.”

“In… other words… you’d be a shadow government for the world,” the Minister stated in a slow and deliberate way.

“That’s right,” Ash said and popped a grape into his mouth. He chewed it up, paused, swallowed, then nodded his head. “But at least we’re not lizard people. Or robot overlords. I’m quite literally a young man from a different dimension. Though… I think your country is actually an alternate dimension of where I grew up. I grew up in the United States of America. Are the thirteen colonies a thing here?”

“I… fourteen. There… were fourteen,” the Minister said, now looking really confused.

“Ain’t that a weird one. George Washington?” Ash tried. “Abraham Lincoln?”

“Yes… George… wait… alternate dimension?” the minister asked, his brain clearly coming to a stop.

“Well, there you go. That’s what I would need to make sure you don’t get stomped flat when the Emissary eventually kills those Fire users. Because he’s going to in the end. I have no idea what power the Emissary is using, but he’s always gaining power,” Ash advised. “The Fire users… are always losing it. I can’t explain the how or why, but I can tell you it’s happening. The Fire users are a sand-timer that’s running right now. Once it hits the bottom, I’ll be leaving for my own realm. Unless I have a reason to stay.

“So… maybe you should start calling around to whatever global networks you have.”

Ash nodded his head and then turned back to the table. He picked up a piece of pizza and wandered off to where Ren was standing over the fruit plate. She looked a lot like a chipmunk right now. Her cheeks probably stuffed with fruit.

“Well don’t you look cute,” Ash said in Kingdom with a chuckle, looking at the beautiful and mature woman.

She only grinned, kept chewing, and then held a hand up in front of her mouth. Apparently she hadn’t expected him to turn away from the Minister.

Her eyes crinkled, her nose wrinkled, and she shook her head at him.

“I mean, I’ve seen you with your mouth full more than a few times, Ren my dearest?” offered up Ash innocently.

Ren’s cheeks became dark red, and she raised her eyebrows innocently.

“I’m so… I… I hate… everything. So much. You’re…no. No! Come home. NOW! I’ll give you it all and take everything in return.”

Ash blinked, looked to the side, and cleared his throat. He could tell Locke was actually suffering and so, he would tend to her.

“Minister, I need to take a call. I’ll be right back,” Ash said, smiling at the man and put his plate down.

“Oh? Oh. Yes, that’s fine,” the Minister said nodding his head.

Ash winked out of existence and went to Locke.

“I… see,” the minister murmured.


Thirty-One

Ash listened to the heads of state as they argued, bickered, fought, and went back and forth. Endlessly as they continued every angle from it over and over.

Many of those present were those who were willing to begin with. Those who were already mostly convinced of the offering Ash had made them as Lord Sheng.

Their momentums were moving inside of his own momentum, or only moving sluggishly against it. These were all individuals in the realm who would swear to him at some point. Unless something truly went wrong.

They weren’t the problem.

There was a handful of other nations that wouldn’t swear to him and were almost actively working against his momentum. It wasn’t surprising given what they were giving up. What they would be handing over to him in essence, for a promise to curtail the situation that was still ongoing.

Locke had been able to break away from what she’d been working on to participate. She was actively answering any questions that came their way in his place.

While he’d love to believe he could answer anything and everything as well as she could, he wasn’t a literal walking spirit. Her knowledge, awareness, and memory, were inhuman.

She wasn’t an actual mortal being, but was at the same time.

Hui had often said Locke walked the line between life and death and that she was a confusing existence to her. She had a body, but her soul was split in three locations. None of which she could identify directly.

In essence, Locke was just a special woman who could do more than many. Bound to Ash until he died.

You know… I love you, Locke.

In the middle of someone asking a question, Locke glanced at him, winked, then went back to the conversation. As if it wasn’t even that hard for her to manage his thoughts, the conversation, and probably handing things out in the Hall to Brides.

Ash only barely listened, then looked to the phone he had. It was the one he’d been using on this realm for contact with Ren and Si’Sha. He saw nothing new, then tucked it back away in his pocket.

No sooner than he did, than it buzzed.

Raising a brow, Ash pulled it out and looked to the lock screen. It was from Ren.

Tapping it open he found it was a simple message.

“Come to the hall,” it read. It was simple, to the point, and left nothing else for him to do.

Ash flipped his placard around so his name wouldn’t be visible, ducked out of his chair, and quietly left the table. Others had done so for various reasons and it wasn’t likely anyone would question him stepping out for a time.

Stepping into the bathroom, he sat down in a toilet stall, and then put himself into the Hall.

Appearing in a half squat in his study. So he stood up.

“Ah, there he is,” Ren said delightedly. She moved toward him quickly, caught him up with an arm, and hung onto him. “Okay dear. Off to the prison. Xiuying has made progress!”

“She has?” Ash asked, surprised, but also not surprised. He then moved them into the prison.

“—is really nice. To be fair, I’d probably lick the stones, too,” Xiuying was saying.

“He licked them,” said the voice of the girl he’d given the bag of stones to.

“They’re just stones to us. We also have some strange stones where we come form. Some of them are filled with power and if you lick’em, they make your tongue tingle,” Xiuying said, then laughed. “They do all sorts of things and you can tell if they work by licking’em!”

“I… yes, I can see what you mean then,” said the voice.

Ash’s eyebrows moved up and he moved away from the stairwell, toward Xiuying.

“Oh! There he is, hello, dear,” Xiuying said and waved her hand at him. “I was just talking to Ghost-Stones. That’s her name. The stones are her ancestors. She’s a princess! She thought you were handsome but really didn’t like you licking her stones.”

“I—you—… why?” Whimpered Ghost-Stones, sitting on the other side of the bars from Xiuying. There was a large amount of food and drink laid out around her. Clearly all provided by Xiuying. “Xiuying… why?”

“Is… that not something you wanted him to know? I mean, he is. We all know it. You’re not saying anything out of the ordinary,” Xiuying said with a laugh. “That’s right up there with you not wanting him to know your name is Eira Hulding.”

I… Xiu… you… horrible and monstrously wonderful woman you.

Ash could only shake his head as he walked up to Eira.

“I’m sorry for licking your stones,” Ash said and squatted down, putting himself at the same level as Xiuying and Eira. “As Xiu mentioned, Eira, we have a number of stones that do different things. Here. Lick it. So you know I truly wasn’t being rude.”

He had pulled out a spirit stone from the Hall and stuck his hand threw the bars. Holding it upright in his palm.

“It might hurt to touch depending on what powers you yourself hold so please proceed carefully,” he warned her then chuckled. “I think you’re rather pretty, by the way. I’d call you Nordic but I don’t think that would mean anything to you.”

Eira grimaced, watching him over her shoulder. She reached out slowly and gently pressed a fingertip to the stone. It didn’t react as far as he could tell.

She picked it up from his hand and rolled it around in her hand.

“It lives?” she asked, sounding curious.

“It has power in it. Not a spirit. Same power my people use,” he answered honestly.

Eira lifted it to her mouth and licked it, watching him. Only to flinch, then looked at the stone in a weird way.

“It lives. I see what you mean now and why you thought to lick… my ancestors,” Eira said then chewed at her lip. “I promise I won’t etch into this. May I have it?”

“Even if she did etch into it, I could drain it within a fraction of a millisecond.”

Ash stared at her for several seconds. She stared back at him.

“May I see your ancestors?” he asked.

She tilted her head to one side, then nodded slowly. She picked up the bag and held it out to him.

Through the bars.

He didn’t take the bag, instead, he forcibly broke the lock on the door, pushed it open, and went into Eira’s cell. He sat down across from her, smiled at her, then held his hands out to her.

She blinked at him, staring, then set the bag of stones down in his hands.

“Thank you. Was there anything you wanted that Xiu didn’t get you? Or a type of food she couldn’t find?” he asked and then set the bag down. He opened it, pulled out a stone, then took a sheng stone.

Spirit Stones had a Qi that was unique to them. Sheng Stone’s were pure. Absolutely so, as they came from Ash.

Retrieving one of his smallest chisels, he started etching the pattern from the ancestor stone onto the Sheng Stone. Carefully mirroring it exactly. From one side to the other, rolling it around as he went.

Upon completion, he looked at both. Then just held them out to Eira.

“Is this an ancestor stone then?” he asked, feeling like that perhaps the stone itself wasn’t what did it. It was the formation upon it. The formation, tied to something that only Eira could do.

That the stone was merely a locked chest, the formation on the outside of it the lock that would allow it to function, and Eira in some way possessed a key that would allow it to be opened.

Eira took it from him, a deep crease the only facial expression she had that one could probably call a mouth if she hadn’t pressed her lips so tightly together they might crack rocks.

No sooner than it touched her hand than it flared to life. A small woman appeared standing atop the stone, looking around. Then looking at Eira, and finally backward to Ash.

He could feel a very small drain on the Sheng stone from where he sat. It wasn’t a lot. It could last for more than a few years at that rate.

As if the person was alive, it made a hand sign at Ash and then made one at Eira.

“There was a spell cast. Similar to Chunhua’s. I eliminated it.”

As if the stone person had realized what’d happened, they turned and then threw a hand at Ash again. Then again. Then they just stood there for several moments, then back to Eira.

Surprisingly, they spoke.

“I cannot break the ward, his spirit is too strong. I can feel it. It’s a woman. Very strong,” the stone person said. “I’m sorry my dearest. You must flee from this man granddaughter.”

“So, it really is an ancestor. Fascinating,” he murmured. It was something akin to spirit summoning he imagined. The fact that it worked with Qi thrilled him in more ways then one. It meant that he could, if luck went his way, figure out how all these people utilized their abilities, recreate them, and give them to his own people.

The stone person flinched, looked back at him, and stared at him. Watching him.

“I am his prisoner, grandmother. He has… taken me,” Eira said with a frown and a small nod of her head.

“Uh, I’ll argue that point. I most certainly have not taken you, or abused you in any way. About the only thing I did that’s even marginally bad is not give you a proper toilet instead of a bedpan,” Ash immediately interjected. He would not have it said that he did anything untoward to Eira.

“Ah! Yes, no. He hasn’t… no. He hasn’t harmed me but he’s taken me prisoner,” Eira clarified, nodding her head quickly.

The stone woman slowly looked from Eira, to Ash, then back. Then to Ash again.

“You’re inside the cell with her,” the woman grumbled. Then looked down. At the sheer amount of food littered around Eira. “She… doesn’t seem like much of a prisoner?”

“She’s not! She’s a princess!” Xiuying interjected with a laugh. She was on the other side of the bars. “Ash is our Lord Sheng! He’s an Emperor! I was telling Eira she should marry him, merge the realms, and there wouldn’t be conflict anymore!

“But she said it was mostly because of the military. They were forcing everyone to fight and take land. They don’t have enough resources.”

Eira slapped a hand over the stone before the stone woman could say anything, and turned a death glare on Xiuying. She was breathing low and slow, her eyes wide and deathly pale.

“Ah… would that actually solve our war?” Ash asked. “If we married, would… that provide us a solution for our disagreement? I admit I’m married formally to the princess of the realm you’re at war with. I technically have… a lot of Brides… but… I’m sure we could make some arrangement for our nations.

“It’d probably be easier than letting this war continue until a completion. Because it isn’t as if the Langye royal family will let it end. They’d rather grind the entire billion plus peasant class to bones and blood than let any land leave their hands. Not that I blame them. I wouldn’t want to let any land go either.

“It’s just not something you can really start letting people do. Especially with so many Cultivators running around. They’d try to make their own little pocket realms as quick as they could.”

Eira was staring at him, her hand still clasped over the stone and watching him. As if he were saying things that made no sense to her, despite the fact that they both could understand each other quite well.

“I… even if we married, if you gave me support, I am not able to do as much as I would wish,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’m a princess of a sort. The only royalty in my realm. When the veil… moved… it cut our land off from it’s heart. What we have left is not enough for us to live by. We do not have enough arable land.

“Nor do I have the forces I need to defeat the military. They’re the ones forcing everyone to march and take land. Except, even if I was in charge, I would need arable land. I would be forced to nearly do the same.”

“Well… yes, and yet… no,” Ash said, thinking. “I have a realm that’s nearly entirely arable it seems. There are no humans there. None. The only other thing there is a fortress my people maintain and train out of.

“It does have mystical and magical beasts there but we’re working in a trade agreement with them. They offer good deals for us and we’ve been good working with them.”

“There is… land?” she asked. “What are the veils like?”

“There aren’t any,” Ash said. He had been somewhat shocked to confirm it himself, but it seemed to be true. “There’s no veils there. It’s a world that is… empty of humans and it’s… there’s no veil. They doen’t exist there.”

Nor do they exist in the Lower Realm.

Veils are only… only in the Middle Realm. The last realm that existed in the original Nine Kingdoms.

That’s rather odd. I have to wonder if there’s more to that. In fact… in fact, doesn’t that mean that Locke’s realm is a veil somewhere, but not in the other Realms?

“Yes, it’s a deep thought to have. It doesn’t really make sense. At all. There’s almost a strange set of rules in place that don’t make very much sense. Arbitrary in many ways.”

“— would… ah… that… yes? Yes. I think I would be willing to become your wife for such an agreement. It would only be fitting if you’re the Lord of these… locations,” Eira murmured, still staring at him wide eyed, her hand covering the stone. “Alright. I’m kind of juggling another conflict at the same time. A Cultivator who’s got a good bit of power. So I’m somewhat working on this and the other thing at the same time.”

“Oh? Can… I help? My ancestral powers are quite strong. I could give you some empowered stones that would grant you some abilities,” she said eagerly and put the Sheng Stone down. “I’d only need your tools and stones! In fact, that’d likely help with taking back my own people as well. The military is quite strong. The-Bear’s-Mind leads them. You fought him yourself. He is very strong and only grows with each fight.”

“Oh? That’s all you need? Well. Consider it a wedding present I suppose,” Ash said and then flooded half the cell with Sheng Stones. He was always making more. If he wasn’t spending, he was saving.

He then held out several of his chisels and engraving tools.

“Let me know if you need anything else, I suppose,” he said with a laugh. “Or better yet, how many ancestors do you have? I might have more stones than you do ancestors. Though… if we have kids, does that mean I’d be an ancestor? Could I be a rock?”

“Ash! Ash, Ash, Ash, you’re… a rock head,” Xiuying said triumphantly, her face pressed between the bars as she gently jerked on his sleeve. Then she laughed, sighed and then huffed. “My head’s stuck.”

Ash nodded his head, shook it, nodded it again, then just reached up and started trying to help her get her head out of the bars.

“You should’ve gone around behind her and let her wonder what was coming next. ‘Step-Cultivator, what’re you doing!?’ kind of thing.”

I love you, Locke. You’re the worst at times, but I genuinely, whole-heartedly, love you. There is no one else in this life who I would want to spend eternity with.

You’re broken, screwed up, almost always overly-sexually stimulated brain, is exactly what I need.

Ash grunted and Xiuying’s head came free. Only to stumble backward, trip over her feet, and bash her head on a stone wall. Causing her to look at him in shock.

Then her face bunched up and she started to cry right there. She most likely wasn’t hurt, or even scared.

“Today has been so hard,” she whined.

Getting up, Ash went over to her, gathered her up in his arms, and just held her. Gently patting her back and caressing it as she squirmed about in his lap.

“Everything has been so hard. I stubbed my toe, broke a cup, I caught fire when I was making breakfast,” she whimpered and bawled. “And then I burned my tooooooooast.”

Xiuying wailed, stuck her face in his neck, and just clung to him.

“She’s… ah… she’s lucky,” Ash explained, meeting Eira’s gaze. “She gets all the luck. Good and bad.”

He just continued to stroke her back, petting her, loving her. It was all he could do in these situations. Love his poor Xiuying and give her all the kindness he could.

“Do you want me to make you some toast?” he whispered in her ear, laying a kiss on her cheek. “With the garlic butter? Then maybe give you some owie medicine? I know you like that even though you’re a big tough cultivator.”

“Yeeeeeees,” whined Xiuying. It was more the act of being cared for that made her feel better, even if pain meds didn’t actually do anything for her.


Thirty-two

Ash returned to the bickering, infighting and litigious country-heads. Their power was unmatched in their own homes and able to do much.

Yet all of them were here because he had told them he would save them all, but they would need them to pledge their countries to him and his cause. If they did, he would do all he could to help them.

He’d had more than a few ideas about how to take on the Emissary.

Because the more he had looked the man, the more he studied his momentum and what was going on around him, the more Ash was positive that these long lulls were in his favor. They weren’t in the favor of the descendants of the Palace Guards.

They used it as a chance to repower themselves with the heat of the world, while the Emissary did the same through other means. When Ash watched his momentum, he noted that it constantly picked up speed again.

Though slowly and drip by drip, but it still picked up speed. Returning to a point where he would again move if the Palace Guard descendants didn’t move. A brief conflict, a flurry of moves and abilities thrown back and forth, only to end after a time.

Once the Emissary’s momentum had slowed down to a certain point, he would break away. Winning or losing, he would break away and wait. His momentum ever so slowly increasing in speed again.

Ash had also noticed that he had a strangeness to him. One that wasn’t always there, but was there often enough he could note that there was a noticeable difference. He wasn’t sure what it was yet, but he figured he’d have to find out soon.

One way or the other.

Sitting down in his seat, he looked at Locke, who smiled at him, winked, and went back to the conversation she was having. He just sat there and spun slowly one way, then the other in his chair. Not really participating but being here all the same.

Part of him wanted to go run off and spend more time with Ren and Si’Sha. They’d been a lot of fun to be around in the end. They were more mature than he’d expected, and they had engaged him in conversations he hadn’t expected. He’d felt like he was expanding a great deal as ‘Lord Sheng’ around them.

He couldn’t deny he missed everyone though. Missed his little inner circle of people he trusted more than his own thoughts at times.

“Ashley dear,” Locke said in their own tongue, catching his attention. “Half of the delegates will sign now. From what the Divine Brides told me and what I can determine, it’s most of the larger nations with a great deal of power. They’re requesting military securities in exchange, but that isn’t an issue. We wanted Brides and Knights more or less everywhere so… it’s fine. A quarter wants to talk more, but they’ve already said they will sign. They just have questions. The other quarter is hesitant and wants to wait and see what happens.

“I told them that once things start going off, there won’t be any fence sitters and the fates of those who signed, and those who didn’t, will be stark and different.”

“In other words, we’ve gotten most of what we want,” Ash said, then nodded his head. “Proceed then. You don’t actually need me, do you, you’re just using this as an excuse to make it seem like you went to me, got information, and are going back. Aren’t you? My tricky pretty wife. Did I mention I love you, Locke Sheng. The little lady who has been there with me since I came here. My one and only Locke. Even if I was cast into a pit, at the bottom of the ocean, or launched into space, you’d be there.”

Locke grinned at him, tilted her head to the side, and waved a hand at him. Her cheeks flushing a warm red color as she literally batted her lashes at him.

“Oh Ashley. I love you too! And of course I’d be there with you. Even if you didn’t want me there. And speaking of when you don’t want me. We need to get you wet wipes if you keep insisting on eating ice cream. Your stomach is not kind to you when you’re getting rid of that ice cream. At all,” she said with a worried look on her face. “I had Rou look through some of it just to make sure it wasn’t a concern. She said it’s just an intolerance to the ice cream. She’s really picking up modern medicine quite quickly!”

Ash took in a breath, held it, and just sat there, staring at her. Her words had poked so deeply and with strength that he had no response to it other than to mindlessly stare at her.

“She really didn’t mind,” Locke said, laughing and smiling at him. “She was actually rather flattered. She was very professional and used gloves and used her Qi to go through your refuse.”

Ash nodded his head at that, looking at the table.

The very idea of his beautiful redhead sorting through his shit made him feel incredibly awkward. It’d been bad enough when she had wanted to inspect every inch of him for skin cancer. After she’d found out about it, she had sat him down and inspected him completely.

Especially his privates, unfortunately. He couldn’t tell if it had been medical, or her using it as a chance to fondle at him openly without having to admit anything.

It was a tossup with Rou. She could be highly sexualized when he least expected it.

Ash finally let out the breath he held, then laughed.

“Locke… I love you. Just… talk to them,” he said and waved at the table not trusting himself to actually speak about what she’d just admitted. Though it did make sense now why Rou had wanted to perform a physical on him last night. Though that’d devolved quickly into her jumping on top of him on her medical table.

Locke laughed, and went back to the conversation.

Almost as soon as she began, phones began ringing. An aide rushed in and turned the volume up on the TV, causing everyone to look at it even as they answered their phones.

On the television screen, the cameras were focused on a number of soldiers with rifles, tanks, artillery, rocket launchers, and aircraft as well. It was a strange kaleidoscope of multiple cameras all blending together to try and create one single fact clear.

A nation was scrambling their entire military together and Ash was betting on the fact that this force was about to be launched at the Emissary. Based on the flags and symbology he could see, it was the same country he had arrived in, and where the Emissary was currently. They apparently didn’t want to wait any longer.

“That’s going to be a lot of wasted blood,” Ash remarked in English. “I was able to take up to a missile without even trying, wasn’t it?”

“Something akin to that, yes. Without trying,” Locke agreed, then sighed. She changed to the kingdom’s tongue. “The fence sitters are going to be upset in about thirty minutes when we close out who we’re inviting. If they really do attack the Emissary, he might change the way he’s handling it.”

“I feel like we should go investigate and watch. Try and learn. We should bring Chunhua, Hui, and Rou. See if they can gather any insights,” he muttered. “Think you can get us a jet that’ll arrive before that all goes off?”

“Before? No. Probably arrive just as it’s ending. But that might be exactly when we want to be there. It’ll give us a chance to see if we have room to attack him. I’ll go get it moving. We’ll move immediately. It’s a shame we can’t use Qi yet, but I do think the Emissary would come and try to find us.”

Ash nodded his head, and noted that a great many people were signing things now. Signing hurriedly. Most likely the pledges Locke had handed out to them in the middle of the meeting. A formal and legal binding agreement that would make them vassals to Lord Sheng.

He got up, pushed in his chair, then moved away. He’d go wait outside for Locke to arrange everything and get them moving.

Hopefully, Chunhua, Hui, and Rou would be available to join him so he could get their takes on the situation.

***

Looking at the wreckage through binoculars as well as screens, Ash was shocked. The nation had thrown their entire military might at the Emissary. To the point that they had nothing left to shoot, launch, or blow up with. At least that’s what Ash felt was the truth.

The ordnance barrage had been unending for hours. Even before they had arrived it’d been ongoing. It’d only petered out about ten minutes ago.

Revealing the Emissary standing exactly where he had been, though he did seem bothered. Bothered and concerned.

Ash had noted that his momentum had been deeply stalled out. That it wasn’t spinning with the weight that it had previously.

None of this made any sense to Ash, because it didn’t seem as if the weapons themselves had caused him any problems. He was unblemished from the attacks, but his ability, his momentum, was much more sluggish compared to where it had been.

Whatever had happened had deeply affected him, and it was causing him difficulties.

There were massive craters, fires, holes in the ground, and a strange mist floating across the field the man was in. As if he’d been struck by different types of gases on top of everything else.

The whole of the area looked absolutely wrecked and there was no chance anything would grow anywhere near there in the future. Massive craters, undetonated ordinance, chunks and blown-up debris of missiles, rockets, and shells.

Ash had been able to watch a great deal of it as it all happened. It’d been extremely interesting, if terrifying. A great deal of it all going off in such a way that he couldn’t really look at much other than smoke, debris, and fire.

From everything, everywhere, all at once.

Even now jets were flying nearby, as if they wanted to try out more gun runs on the man. Despite it having done nothing at all to him. To the point that it’d been strange to watch. Ash had seen several of the large caliber rounds strike the man and fall to the ground.

“There is a great deal of force coming off him,” Chunhua murmured. “But it isn’t… Qi. It’s very strange. It’s power but it isn’t. I honestly don’t understand it.”

“It isn’t life or death,” Hui added, huffing. “I was hoping it’d be something one of us could identify. But it feels like it’s something entirely different.”

“Is it… the something seal… the artifact the descendants mentioned?” suggested Ash, remembering his prior moment of insight as to how the Emissary might have been keeping up with the fire Qi users. “Is he using it as a type of power filter? Channeling whatever he’s using through it instead of directly through himself? Kinda like… Eira?”

“Oh, that’s a good thought,” Rou murmured and snapped her fingers. “I bet that’s it. It would also explain why he waits for them to act. It’s almost like he has certain requirements that need to be met.

“If he’s using a device to make it happen, it’d make sense. Almost too much sense now that we’re talking about it. In fact, didn’t Chunhua almost die to a device like that?”

“Yes, she did,” he confirmed, remembering. “It’s a device then. In… in fact… ah… yes, it’s the seal. The Emperor’s seal. He took it from the Emperor. He’s using it directly. That’s what’s happening. I wonder how it works or if it has limitations. If it has some type of limit or aspect of it or how it works.

“That’d explain a lot. Like his momentum going strange since only a few hours ago.”

“Yes, his momentum shifted,” Ren agreed, nodding her head.

“Significantly,” added Si’Sha. “Though, didn’t that happen when all those nations signed on to be part of the Sheng Alliance? Our Momentum increased and theirs fell.”

“Ah? Ah! In other words… they rejected the One Emperor as the Emissary elicits with his seal, and signed with Lord Sheng, which is the inheritor of the One Emperor and bears his ring,” Hui said with a strange look on her face. Then she nodded her head. “There it is. It’s the Middle Dantian. He has asserted himself as the new One Emperor. You are the inheritor of the One Emperor and bear his ring. You even destroyed his apparition.”

“Well, it’s still in the Hall. Locke has it imprisoned in a cell and is just endlessly questioning it. Since it has nothing to do and is locked away,” Ash explained but nodded his head. “It makes sense though. Everything you said. Also why… every time he kills one of the Palace Guard descendants… he gets weaker too. They believe in who he is. They were raised to believe it. To fight it, in fact. Which only reinforced it back.

“It’s self-feeding somewhat like… somewhat like me and my Brides. My Knights. They’re told that I often appear to them, engulf them, and reinforce them. Sometimes making Divine Brides.

“There’s also the first batch of Knights. That nearly all passed, because I was the one to lead it. It’s all… all of it it’s tied up in my Middle Dantian, my Dao, and… that I’m not mortal anymore. I’m partially a Deity.”

“More than partially, now. Probably more than half, if not rapidly approaching three-fourths,” offered Locke, standing behind him. It’s uh… Eira.”

“Beg your pardon?” Ash asked, looking at Locke. She had only just appeared.

“Well, ah… well… Eira… Eira asked about you and your ancestors. Then, when I explained that you weren’t… from… the world,” Locke began, sounding rather strange. “She tried to summon your ancestors. She found there was none. That you are not from this world. She now views you as a Deity. And she is… a princess of her nation. One who is willing to marry you and throw her lot in with you, just like the Princess of Langye did.

“Eira though is a bit different as she has power, and that power lends itself to belief and… well… uh… yeah. She believes you’re a god. All those who roll and believe in her, now believe in you as well. Your… priestess… barbarian… princess… wife… thinks you’re a god! I may have, just maybe, already married you to her.

“Yeah… that happened. Congratulations! Mazel tov?”

Locke vanished immediately with a clap of her hands.

Grinding his teeth, Ash looked ahead, blinking rapidly as he considered how to strangle Locke. Likely with a very scratchy rope that’d bother her, because he had found that she was unfortunately into breath play.

“You know,” Ren murmured, moving in close to Ash and then kissing his cheek. “I’m suddenly now assured of why it seems like sometimes you just seek out quiet stability and calmness. I’m so glad to be your wife.”

“Yes, he is very patient. I’m not sure I could handle Locke on my own if I was him,” Chunhua agreed.

“It’s the sex,” Hui said with a laugh. “She lets him do anything. Then does anything she wants. Then lets him do anything. I’ve contemplated doing the same, but I like our relationship and our bedroom life.”

“Okay, the big bad is right over there. How about we talk about him and not—”

The whole of Ash’s existence became heat, bright light, and a horrible tingling sensation that covered him from head to toe. As if his skin were on fire, his body ached, and the whole of the world was only a bright flash. Everything rumbled and shook all about him.

Ash couldn’t see.

In fact, he couldn’t hear anything either.

He had also been thrown.

Ash was laying out on his back, breathing a strange tasting air, blind, and deaf, while sprawled out on the grass. His body still tingled and stung in a very strange way that left him feeling deeply uncomfortable.

“What the fuck?” he said aloud and heard nothing.

Nothing at all.

“I think they dropped a nuclear bomb on the Emissary. I think,” Locke murmured. He could hear it in his head thankfully. “There’s definitely a lot of weird things going on with you right now. Hang on, I’m just… pushing pills into people’s mouths. I’m working my way up, weakest to strongest. Rou came immediately first. She was a bit crispy.”

A nuclear bomb? Are you joking me?

“No, I’m not. I’m pretty sure that’s what it was. There’s so much radiation energy everywhere that Rou is gonna have to heal all of us as soon as we leave. Pretty sure my bones just turned into goop. It’s gonna be a horrible burn later if she doesn’t tend to it, in all seriousness. Like… a really bad sunburn.

“All of us, really. This is a bad one, and not something I’d want to test in the immediate blast. I think this is one that could actually damage us.

“Though, that does tell us that Cultivators aren’t immune to this. It’s a worthwhile thing to pursue at a later date. Now… just as you always tell me, open your mouth and stick out your tongue, my love. Be sure to look up at me.”

I love and hate you.

A pill was pushed into Ash’s mouth and he just sucked on it. Letting it do what it needed to do. He knew it would restore his eyesight and hearing relatively quickly.

Lost my sight and hearing to a nuclear blast. That’s new.

New and interesting.

Never would have expected it.

The world started to come back from the flash of white that was eternal and as if he’d stuck his face up to an old CRT TV as it turned on.

“Oh, hey, colors,” Ash said, finding himself staring up into the sky. There was a massive mushroom cloud reaching up into the skies above. “That’s… more than one mushroom cloud. It has to be.”

It felt like, with what he was looking at, that they’d hit the Emissary with more than one bomb, given the size of the cloud in front of him. Though, it was possible it was just that Ash was so close it seemed impossibly large.

Ash got to his feet, looked to himself, and then around him, and he found it was a hellscape.

His clothes were gone. Everything that’d been on him was ash or burnt remnants. Even the binoculars he’d had in his hand was a melted hunk of slag.

He reached up and lightly touched at his head, wondering if all his hair had been burned off.

Surprisingly, it was there. Which was weird.

“It’s Xiuying. Her pills literally make a person be the expectation of what they should be. It’s somewhat dangerous to hand out willy nilly since it can change a person, but it’s a pill that heals really well,” Locke said, standing not far off. She was currently helping Ren into a new set of clothes. Ash was being treated to a wonderful view of the mature and wonderfully built woman shimmying into her underwear without anything else being on yet.

Ash felt it then. Felt the change that’d just happened.

The Emissary’s momentum had flailed rather wildly. He had most certainly been damaged in the attack, but Locke tending to Ash and company had alerted the man.

His momentum was now grinding up directly against Lord Sheng and the Sheng Alliance.

That meant he was aware of Ash.

“Shit,” he muttered as he realized what’d happened. Si’Sha was generating Qi.

When he’d been blown up, he’d lost his hold on her, making sure she wasn’t generating Qi for any reason.

“Get them out of here, Locke,” Ash ordered and flooded himself with Qi. Filling up his Qi-Sea for the first time in weeks. Going from empty to full in a flash.

It was strange to be certain.

Having Qi and holding it was a feeling that couldn’t be replaced by anything else. He felt like he was slipping into a nice hot tub of water. He would feel far too hot, too quickly, and then quite good after a few minutes in the adjustment phase.

With a boom, his lower Dantian immediately began the whirlpool, and it filled straight up to the top. He grasped all his Brides, all the Bonds of Sheng, and shunted Qi to them directly from himself. Re-establishing himself as the Lord Sheng in their worlds, rather than giving them Qi from the Hall.

His Lower Dantian roiled and filled all the way to the brim and left no room.

The Middle Dantian echoed with a thunderclap as a large group of Brides all collapsed in a heap, going from training to their Black Day in a single moment. He could see them all laid out on the ground as the Bridal instructor felt Ash reassert himself into their lives. The image of them in the Hall, in his Middle Dantian, was as clear as if it were him seeing it firsthand.

His Upper Dantian continued to form. Wildly shifting its form and shape about as his awareness of Eira and what she believed became locked into his beliefs after he grasped his Qi.

“Well,” he murmured, looking to the Emissary and locking eyes with the old man. They could see each other easily at this distance. “The inheritor of the One Emperor’s sigil, throne, and kingdom is who I am, Lord Ash.”

He knew the Emissary would hear him from where he was.

“I dub you murderer, traitor, and thief,” he said and shook his head. “I reinstate the Palace Guard and their descendants, and do not recognize you as anything other than a criminal.”

There was a crackling boom and Ash mentally reached out to the fire Qi users. As if he were indeed the One True Emperor and he had reclaimed who he was.

He began to flood the Palace Guard with actual Qi, not fire Qi. Fresh, pure, Qi that they had likely never experienced.

The effect was instantaneous.

They burned so brightly and hotly that from this distance they looked more akin to a ball of plasma. Then his Qi reached all the other descendants. Finding them deep below the earth.

There were thousands of them. At least thirty thousand that could use Qi and were cultivators, another ninety thousand that were merely their citizens and their infrastructure.

Ash spared not one of them.

He grasped all that had a Dantian, even if it wasn’t filled with fire Qi, and jump started them. Flooding their Dantians and Meridians with pure Qi.

He had the Qi to spare. He’d been pushing everything to the Hall after all, and the Brides had only needed so much in the war that’d become a stalemate.

Ash gathered himself up, then launched himself at the Emissary. Flying straight at him.


Thirty-Three

The Emissary threw his hand forward at Ash. A large rectangular jade object held in his hand flashed out and lit the sky up in a green color.

Ash immediately felt an indescribable pull from it. To obey the Emissary and do what he was told to do. Except, it was strange, the pull felt like an echo in his mind rather than a demand.

Flying right at the man, Ash stopped ten feet away and floated there in midair in front of him.

To the left, the descendants, the newly reinstituted Palace Guard, were floating in place as well, throwing out a burning fiery energy around themselves.

As much as Ash wanted to attack him directly, he felt as if he couldn’t. He couldn’t explain it, but there was something preventing him from lashing out at the man directly.

With a grunt, Ash held up his hand that sported the Emperor’s ring.

The force holding him back lessened by half. He could now strike if he wished. The Emissary looked at him in absolute shock now, his gaze flickering from the ring, to Ash, and then to the fire Qi users.

As if realizing that this situation was far more than he’d bargained for, he let the Seal of the Emperor fall to his side. Because that’s what it was, Ash knew.

It was the Seal of the Emperor, and this man had been using it as a form of control, power generation, and a weapon, all at the same time.

“Well?” Ash asked, staring at the man. He hadn’t actually wanted to fight him at this juncture, but he had been suddenly aware of Ash because of the nuclear blast and what they’d had to do to heal his people. If he could beat the man with Talk No Jutsu, he would. “What would you say impostor? Murderer? Traitor?”

“The same thing I said to the Emperor,” hissed the old man. “Die.”

He flung out his left arm and a spread of knives came out at Ash. They were moving with extreme speed and lethality. Each of them looked to be coated in something that glittered an opaque yellow color.

Ash coated his arms in Qi, from his shoulder to his finger tips, and punched out the daggers, knocking them back at the Emissary. Utilizing his ability to redirect momentum, he simply sent them back in the direction they came from. With the exact same energy and angle they came in from.

They shot back toward the Emissary, who flung his sleeve up and across himself, lightly trapping the knives in the folds of the cloth and robbing them of their power.

Each had a small chain attached to them, but in deflecting with his clothes, none of the chains landed upon the man.

His other arm came around and threw out a heavy and thick blade of pure wind Qi. It was dense but extremely narrow and thin. As if it were built out of several hairs that’d been bonded together at a microscopic level.

Ash didn’t dare try to deflect this attack. He had seen it split a fire Qi user in half previously. Rather than receiving it, Ash slid around it. He corkscrewed over the attack since he was flying, letting it slip past him and behind his back.

He reached out and touched the back of the attack as it went, and stripped the Qi from it. He wanted to taste what this man was throwing.

What came back was a type of Qi he couldn’t understand.

He had never experienced it before.

Whatever this man was using, it wasn’t elemental. Nor was it life, death, or anything else he had experience with. It felt light, unfiltered, and absolutely weighty. Heavy and dense.

Yet also almost without a pull to it.

He couldn’t figure it out.

Ash absorbed a good chunk of the attack, flung it into his lower Dantian, and would let it chew on it. It’d figure it out almost on its own with Locke analyzing it if he got enough of it.

Throwing out several attacks, two kicks and a punch, as he spun to dodge, Ash threw heavy Qi-Chained attacks at the Emissary. All of them shooting straight at him.

Two struck him and third went wide as he dodged to the side.

There was a clatter in Ash’s mind when he attached the Qi attack chains to himself. Almost as if he heard coins striking a wooden table and then rolling away.

The feeling of it all didn’t feel as it should for certain, though he did feel drained Qi coming off the man and feeding Ash. It was the same Qi he had felt earlier, just more of it.

That strange, slightly weightless feeling was also heavy and dense. It was a strange thing that didn’t make sense to him at all.

“It’s the moon. It’s… moonlight, or something. Something like that.”

The fuck? That’s a thing!?

“Apparently. Apparently radioactivity is also a Qi type. Rou is experimenting with it. Wanna bet she makes a nuclear reactor or a nuclear bomb? She scares me. Chunhua is already learning from Rou on how to form and use it. We’ve got the genius with low power who develops new things for her partner, the genius with high power who doesn’t have as much creativity. They’re terrifying.”

Ash spun twice more letting his momentum carry him in his flight to the side, and redirected it, coming to a stop not far away but in a safe spot. The Emissary was staring at him in a strange way.

While before, the man had been confident, it was obvious now he seemed conflicted. He didn’t seem to like very much that Ash was draining his Qi.

Though Ash was rather concerned that the drain didn’t seem to affect him much at all. As if his Qi well was incredibly deep. That it wasn’t a matter of power usage that’d caused him to stop his attacks and to regenerate.

Then a stupid thought struck Ash.

When’s the next tidal shift? What are we at right now? Where’s the moon?

“Far side of the planet but… there’s two moons, remember? They don’t always line up, but they often do. They spin quite fast. Both moons are going to line up and we’ll be entering a very high tide, even for being on the far side, in about four minutes.”

Shit. I need to get away don’t I?

“I… yes. I think you do. His pattern of starting and stopping matches with high tide. When the bulge of water moves outward to match the moons. He’s going to enter a peak period in a moment.”

“He uses moon Qi!” Ash shouted. “His power lines up with the moons and their orbit! It’ll be high tide momentarily!”

Ash found the Emissary forcefully pushing in at him now. His hands blurring and his feet coming out in a kick as he engaged Ash directly in martial arts.

Blocking one punch, Ash couldn’t stop or deflect the second, which slammed home into his shoulder, however, he did squirm away from the kick.

At the same time, Ash threw a liver blow in and lashed out with his own kick, the top of his foot powering into the man’s outer thigh.

Jerking away from Ash, the Emissary looked quite bothered. The Qi Thorns he’d suffered had caused him a great deal of pain. Ash just attached the new chains to himself as more moon Qi flooded into him.

The strange weightlessness of it, as well as its denseness, now made sense. Or at least, most sense.

Driving forward, Ash summoned up his butterfly sword and his short sword. Lashing out with a slash with one that became a full and heavy lunge of the second, then another low kick. Without friction from his feet being on the ground, he was relying entirely on his attacks going wide, or landing, to determine what to do next.

Fighting in the air was very different than fighting on the ground.

To his credit, the Emissary seemed to be a very good fighter. He had summoned up a weapon, a long two-handed sword that was almost as wide as an ironing board. Several more swords appeared around him and floated in the air.

Ash had no idea what was going on, but he really didn’t like the look of it.

The big blade was held up in front of himself like a shield, taking the brunt of Ash’s two weapon strikes. The kick became unavoidable though, and his foot powered into the other man’s thigh with an ugly sounding thwack.

However, Ash hadn’t missed the fact that the man had blocked the tip of Ash’s sword strike at the hilt of the big wide blade. If it had been marginally higher it would’ve slipped by. He had angled his big weapon in a way to block both attacks. Ash could probably get in a tricky sword-tip, just enough to break the flesh of his opponent, and then break away.

All three flying swords came at Ash, swooping at him in long lunges without an extent to their reach. There was no hand to hold them back. As if they’d been thrown, in fact.

Ash sidestepped two, knocked the third to the side, then threw out a right-handed slash at the Emissary, along with a finishing lunge follow up with the left. The angle was nearly identical to the first, except the short sword was a straight weapon. Its reach could be deceptive after receiving the butterfly sword a few times.

The angle of the short sword was perfectly perpendicular to the large wide-bladed sword.

When Ash shifted it a few degrees to the side, the man’s attempt to minimize his movements backfired. Ash’s sword slipped right past the other and the tip of his short sword plunged into the other man’s shoulder.

Lord Sheng, the master of his Qi, could control Qi perfectly so long as it came from him.

So the moment the blade pierced the Emissary, Ash launched his Qi along the length of the sword and into the man. Quickly spreading it out in a thorny vine as it shot toward the man’s heart.

Screaming, the Emissary jerked himself away and moved backward, his hands releasing the big blade and digging at his shoulder and chest.

Ash didn’t hesitate.

He had already turned, and was fleeing at maximum velocity. Away from this place. The man was going to hit a peak that he had seen catch the Palace Guard Descendants off guard with and kill them.

No sooner had he struck, than Ash fled. At maximum speed. Fleeing away from the situation as if his life depended on it. Because at some level, Ash truly did believe that it might. He poured on the speed. Poured it on to the point that he was digging into his Dao to actually increase his momentum faster and faster. Angling himself upward as he did so till he was nearly at the edge of the Earth’s atmosphere.

It was quite cold this high up, it felt hard to breathe, and Ash was moving at an incredible speed now. He veered to one side, then dove downward. He slammed into the ocean at high speed but had thrown a Qi shaped construct into a cone in front of himself. The splash was minimized, and he was hurled deep into the water.

No sooner did he lose his speed, than he dumped all his Qi out, sent it to Brides, back into the Hall, and anywhere else. Then he entered the Hall.

“Well,” Ash said, water falling away from him in a wave and out of his hair. “That was awful.”

“Oh! Oh my… Ashley… you’re so bold,” Xiuying said, standing next to Eira, the two of them holding hands.

“Ah… it’s… ah… ah?” Eira asked, staring down at Ash’s privates. In his rush to escape, after having been blown up in a nuclear fire, he had forgotten.

He was naked.

Laughing, Ash covered his privates. He had no idea why Eira was wandering about in the Hall, but it had most certainly not worked out in his favor.

At least not yet.

Things with Xiuying were always strange and had odd ways of working out.

“Ahhh… shit,” he said, then pulled clothes from the Hall, despite being in the Hall, and turning his back to the two women, quickly got dressed.

When he finally finished dressing, he looked up, and found an entire gaggle of Brides were all staring at him from the open rooftop of a two-story building that Locke had just called “the gym”. She’d built it herself for people to train out of.

“What?” he asked, looking at at least a hundred Brides who had been watching him change. Butt naked. “I… ah… right.”

Nodding his head, he turned around and looked at Xiuying, who had a sweet smile on her face, standing arm in arm with Eira.

Who was looking at him with raised eyebrows and a bright red skin tone.

“Hello,” He said, really unsure of how to handle this.

“Husband,” Eira murmured, dipping her head to him, a strange look in her eyes as she stared at him.

He figured it was embarrassment for him and what’d just happened.

“I… got blown up,” he murmured, then gestured off to the side, then began walking away. He needed to find Locke and see what she thought of this.

“See? I told you,” Xiuying hissed at Eira. “It’ll be fun! Get him, Eira! Don’t let him walk away! This is your chance!”

There was a hissed breath, and Eira was suddenly walking next to him. Looking at him, still somewhat red faced.

“Ah, Husband, I was wondering… I want to help you with what you’re working on. Would you… allow me?” she asked, walking along next to him. “Those Sheng Stones… I… they changed the battle for me. We are pushing back those who stand against me. I stood with your Knights and they-we-were able to gain much ground. I killed many generals that stood against my line and-and… your Knights… our Knights? The Knights protected me and kept me safe. They were able to do it without harming any of the citizens.”

Ash paused and came to a stop. He looked at Eira and contemplated her offer. What she’d said.

“Oh?” he said, curious now. “I’m glad to hear that. I hadn’t heard about it. Things are actually progressing now with your people?”

“Yes! I was able to recruit everyone you captured as well! My side is now growing,” Eira said excitedly, grinning at him from ear to ear. “There’s even large portions of the enemy army that have defected and they’re now positioning themselves with our own armies to catch them in a pincer. Ah… Jia and Mei are working hard with me. Tala and Moira are excellent scouts, and they’ve been able to do so much when paired with the soldiers defecting to us.”

He grinned, feeling better about that at least. He wanted to know what was going on with the Emissary, but he also wasn’t really sure he wanted to. He had hopefully drawn the man to the ocean and would keep him suspended there, waiting for him, but in the same breath, it was just as possible he was already flying back to the Palace Guard Descendants to resume killing them.

Or stomping out a city.

“I’m very glad to hear that Eira, though I’m not entirely sure how you can help me,” he said, wanting to understand what she was trying to tell him.

“My ability. It’s very strong now. I-that… I’m your spouse. To my people, I gain a portion of your power, and you gain a portion of mine,” she said. “Though, I don’t think you can really use my power. It’s unfortunate, I’m sorry. I feel like I’m… a dead-beat. I’m not giving you what I should. Especially because I received your power. Your Sheng-Stones are part of that. They carry so much more power than my original stones. And now when overlapped with the power I gain through you, which comes through the Sheng-Stones, I’m quite powerful. Lady Locke told me I would lose to Chunhua in a spar, but be able to kill her in a fight, though I’m not entirely sure how that actually translates to you.”

Ash just blinked.

That was a lot to take in.

If she was as strong as Chunhua without carvings, and her power operated independently of Qi and could be used without issue, she was very strong.

He did know how to make her stronger though.

And perhaps that’s why Xiuying had been standing there. He could carve into Eira and turn her into a monster. If she taught him how to truly carve her ancestors, he could carve her ancestors into her.

She could become her own “ghost stone” as it were.

Such a strong person would probably be on par with his own lethality. Because while he probably couldn’t beat Chunhua in a fight, he could kill her in one. A spar only determined how much you could damage another opponent without killing them.

Ash was just too lethal. No one in his inner circle could compare to him at any level.

Except, maybe Eira.

“I’m supposed to get your power huh?” he asked with a thought. “Would you be willing to show me all your ancestors and then… I’d like to empower you. In a way that will change your world and forever alter you.

“Would you become my power for me, once I do such a thing to you Eira? You would have… no equal, except maybe me. I’m not sure how much stronger you can get without a Dantian but… you’d be formidable to the vast majority of people.”

She stared at his face, as if she were gazing into him.

Then she nodded her head.

“I will do this with you, and for you,” she stated with determination.

Ash sighed, nodded his head, then began guiding her to his work table where he did his scrivening. To the bloody table that he had often worked on people on.

“The Emissary is floating outside the water where you went in. It’s exactly what you thought. He’s just floating there. Waiting. He won’t enter the water, but he won’t leave either. The Palace Descendants all fled down into their homes. Hiding while they wait for high tide to fade. It’s unlikely he’ll leave where you went in till high tide is over, then he might go hide himself.

“This is a … strange… game of tag, I guess. Good luck with Eira, I have no idea what’s going to happen when you carve her ancestors into her flesh.”

Neither do I.


Thirty-Four

“Husband. Your work is so intricate. It’s like tattoos. I love it,” Eira said, looking at her bloody and carved self. Her entire back was nothing but ancestor stone sigils. Every single one she knew had been put upon her. None had been forgotten. Unlike her bag, which had a limit, her back, waist, and the back of her legs and arms, made for a large canvas.

He had expanded them to fit her entirely and given them as much room as possible. Her front, chest, stomach, and the fronts of her arms and legs, were all linked into her ancestor runes, and would channel them through her hands and feet. She was a living piece of artwork.

Rou was actively shrinking all the damage down to nothing. Till they would be nothing more than faint scar lines. Almost so fine you wouldn’t see them unless you stared.

The next bit would be the worst part.

“We should carve the others who serve me,” Eira said, unfazed by the extreme pain she’d been under. She looked infinitely ecstatic. “Now… can I try them out yet?”

“No. It’s time for your bones,” Ash said grimly and sighed. She would be his first bone carving. “I’m going to turn you into… something… else. You will have your ancestors, but you will also become so much more. A force to be reckoned with. That bear guy? You’ll match him physically. Easily. This will likely be excruciating, however. Are you ready, my wife? Ghost-Stones? Eira?”

“His equal?” Eira breathed her eyes going wide. She didn’t seem to mind being stark naked in front of him. She hadn’t even peed herself, or thrown up. She was made of sterner stuff.

So far.

“Please, carve away, husband. Be sure to carve my skull as well. That is a very large bone, yes? Perhaps my teeth?” she put in eagerly.

“I… I’m making changes on the fly! We’re going to load her up. She’ll become a monster. We should make her a Realm Lord. She would do very well in the modern world as a Realm Lord. It’ll take her a very long time to become an immortal because the false Dantian we’re giving her won’t grow very well. She’ll get there eventually, but not any time soon. She won’t be any use to us when we invade the last realm of the Emperor.”

Understood. Thank you Locke. I couldn’t—

Eira had grabbed his blood covered hands and put them on her chest. As if she had two perfect handholds, in fact, and wanted to be touched.

She pushed at his hands firmly till her breasts were pushed into, and then she removed his hands. Two bloody handprints, her own blood, were left behind.

“Oh, that’s lovely,” she said, demonstrating her very strange culture. Looking down at her bloody chest like it was art. “One more… enough for one more.”

She then took his hands and then pressed them to her face. Leaving two bloody handprints on her face, on each side of it, covering her cheeks.

“Ah, perfect,” she said, looking into the mirror he’d brought in for her. “I will be ready for war. We shall kill this emissary, and then go kill those who reject my rule. Husband and Wife. Glorious.”

She lifted her chin, looking deeply pleased with her bloody and carved up self.

Even as Rou continued to lessen the scars.

“You know, I’ve gotten really good at this,” she murmured with a soft laugh. “All the old carvings are so tiny now. You might even have room to add more to them. I practice on my own when I’m bored. I have no idea how the bone carvings will go though. I don’t think I can shrink those since… well… bones. They don’t regenerate in the same way flesh does.”

“If they shrink enough, can I get more?” Eira asked in an eager voice, admiring her body in the mirror. “Also, husband, you didn’t carve me down here. Why?”

“It would interfere with birthing and child bearing,” Rou answered simply. It was something they had always been very careful of for his Brides.

“Oh! Yes. Now… let’s begin,” she said, and laid back down on the table. She looked incredibly pleased with herself, but clearly wanted to try out her abilities.

“You… can try one,” Ash said as he moved over her. He would start with her feet and work his way up. “Call an ancestor. One who gives you intellectual assistance or insight. Left hand, lower finger joints.”

He had tried to line up everything that was non-combat related on her left hand and in rows according to the finger joints. The right-hand carvings were all pure combat.

Eira made an awkward motion with her left hand. Her thumb touching her left ring finger.

An old woman appeared beside her. Fully human sized.

And actually materialized.

“Ah? Oh… oh… my?” said the old woman, looking around. Then she looked down at herself.

“Grandma?” Eira murmured in a strange tone, then touched the woman. She was quite solid.

“It seems… your new husband is quite skilled,” said the old woman, grasping Eira’s hand in her own. Then squeezed it. “I have been called completely from the beyond. Is it… draining you?”

“No. I don’t feel it,” murmured Eira, looking from the woman to Ash.

“The false Dantian. I filled it up personally and am currently filling it up right now. I never let my Brides exist without giving them their full potential,” he murmured, lightly drawing a sketch out on Eira’s right foot. Locke had provided him with an overlay, but he wanted to insure his work. He was getting ever better at this, but this would be his first bone carving.

Eira removed her hand from her grandmother’s, then made several gestures.

Multiple people arrived. Twelve of them, in fact. Which constituted the entirety of what her left hand could support by itself without involving both hands, which would be the back of her left hand for the next twelve.

One looked eerily like Eira just at the age of forty, instead of twenty.

“I… ah… hi… mom,” Eira whispered, looking at that woman. Even as all the other ancestors began to talk to one another.

“Neat, family reunion,” Ash said. “Rou, block her pain receptor in her leg. I’ll start in while she has a family chat.”

Rou nodded, leaned in, and pressed a hand to Eira’s bare leg.

Then Ash began.

He didn’t want to block the pain receptor himself, as it would possibly change his work. It was an untested fear, but he didn’t want to interrupt the moment.

Eira was meeting with all her family members, in flesh and blood, as she prepared for combat.

It looked like a deeply cultural and familial moment.

He began carving her bones. Starting with her pinky toe.

***

“High tide will be ending soon, dear,” Locke reported, looking over his shoulder as he carved into Eira’s skull. It wasn’t damaging her hair somehow, or even her skin, but there was an odd smell in the air. It reminded him of going to the dentist. He was almost done. He only needed to join the whole thing together on her crown.

“I understand. That means we’ll be fighting the Emissary again soon. And it will likely be the last time. If he escapes now, it’ll be hard to track him down before the next high tide,” he muttered.

“Ah, that makes sense,” Eira added as he leaned over her. His bloody handprints on her breasts and face remained and looked rather fierce. He didn’t think she’d fight without clothes, but for all he knew, her people were naked berserkers at times. “This will be enjoyable.”

Forty-two of her ancestors were all crowded around one another, chit-chatting on the far wall. Eira had quickly summoned them all. She had room for six more on her hands, but she had run out of ancestors.

“Grandfather, I will battle beside my husband shortly when he finishes,” Eira called out. “Please… assemble my warriors.”

Ash had no idea what normally Eira would do, but she seemed giddy to the point of madness that all her ancestors were summoned, flesh and blood, and around her.

Extreme form of necromancy. Can’t deny that it’s deeply effective though.

Imagine someone like Chunhua if she had nothing but sorcerer ancestors and could call them all up.

“It’s limited by their own power. Them attacking will be like when I was using your Qi to use abilities. It’s a great power, but limited.”

Oh… is that why… everyone with a weapon looks like a brute, giant, or a warrior? They fight with their bodies, not with powers.

“I… ah… yes? Yes. That makes sense.”

That means you just need to find someone who’s had a really long warrior line, carve’em up, and have a damn army. That’s kinda wild.

Ash continued to lightly chip and push at Eira’s skull, working to be as careful as he could. They weren’t able to block her nerve endings for it, obviously, since it was her skull. Nonetheless, she was holding herself together quite well. But he could tell she was in immense pain. He had forgone etching her teeth, but Locke had plans for such things in the future.

Slowly, he spiraled upward to the crown of her head. Etching at her skull, through her hair, skin, and muscle. He couldn’t see the work being done without drawing on his Qi senses. What he was doing was deeply linked to his ability to see more than he should be able to. It would take someone with equal Qi abilities in their vision to do this in the future.

Or Locke.

“How are you, wife,” he murmured. He felt her flinch just now as he pulled up one of the last lines. He was nearly complete.

“Honestly, I would much rather be fighting, in a bed with you, or sleeping. I’d rather even let my fingers being removed a knuckle at a time,” she hissed, her teeth clenched.

Ash knew it, knew she was in pain, and so, he worked to finish quickly. Bringing the whole thing together.

One giant carving across all of her bones. It snapped together and she was no longer human.

She wasn’t what a Knight was and would be Qi resistant.

What she would be though, was as tough, strong, fast, and durable as an Immortal cultivator. It wasn’t something he could do with everyone as they would have carvings on their flesh that would interrupt it. Eira didn’t have ones that would break the bone carvings.

“Done,” he said and leaned back.

He couldn’t feel any difference in her, but he knew she would feel the difference.

“Then… let’s go fight,” she said, looking at him with a smile. “I want… I want to… fight. I want to fight, and then take you to bed. Oh, ah, actually I want to fight, then fight with you against those who have kept me from my people, then the bed.”

I blame you, Locke. I didn’t need another woman.

“No, you didn’t. But you did need another realm-lord. For this far distant land away from Liu. She cannot go this far.

“Eira though? She’ll be wonderful at it. Her false Dantian would be able to power others. Like an uninterpretable power source. She can connect to many people in the same way and manage her people as well. It’ll be good.”

“Let’s… go fight, then,” Ash allowed.

***

Ash appeared in the ocean. Right where he’d left. Eira appeared next to him.

Grabbing her around the waist, Ash shot straight upward and out of the water. Holding to the very different young lady as he burst out of the water.

Unfortunately, the Emissary wasn’t there. He could feel him though. The fact of the matter was he was now diametrically opposed to Ash as Lord Sheng.

Their two momentums ground against one another directly. Like two spinning wheels ground into one another, in different directions. There was nowhere for either side to truly shift away anymore.

Ash had claimed the position as the Emperor, and the Emissary had attacked and usurped the title from the previous by stealing the seal. A conflict had been locked in between them the moment he had lashed out at the man he was supposed to serve.

The inheritor and the usurper.

“Oh my!” Eira said with a laugh, her blood-stained face only a few inches from him. “This is very exciting! I didn’t think I would get to fly. Did my blood wash off?”

“No you’re… still-my hand prints are still on your face,” he answered, smiling at her grimly as they tore through the air. Heading straight for where the enemy was. Where the Emissary would be.

The man was moving, but oddly enough, it wasn’t back to where the volcano had been.

In fact, Ash wasn’t entirely sure where he was going. Just that it seemed to be going across the ocean a significant ways. Nor was Ash very good at directions.

“He’s to the south?” Eira asked, looking around, then at him. “Or does the sun not raise in the east here.”

I’m really fucking dumb.

Somedays, I just feel like… a Himbo.

“I… don’t mind?” Locke answered. “I promise you I love you for who you are. Mmhmm.”

“Yes, south,” Ash agreed, realizing where the man was going. “To where the portal had been. He knew where it was, but didn’t go to it. Is it… is it because… the One Emperor… left… ah—”’

Ash turned around and began heading for Sheng Island. He knew what was happening. Knew exactly what was going on. He even had an idea of what to do about it. It’d only take a little bit to set up, and he could make it happen.

It was a stupid answer.

A weird answer.

But one that he was fairly positive would work.

“Well,” he said with a laugh, holding Eira close to himself. “This is going to get really interesting. Exciting, even, Eira. I’m not even sure it’ll fit, though.”

“Oh… I mean… you were rather big, but we’ll make it work,” Eira said with a laugh and kissed his cheek. “Don’t you worry. I’m inexperienced, but Locke and Xiu have been helping me! I think our first time will go well. I just didn’t think you’d want it before the fight! I’m willing. It’s exciting.”

“No… that’s not the plan. Different plan. It’ll make sense. First though… to the island, and then we need to set up the portals in a specific way. He’s looking for a way out. We’ll give him one. Just not the one he wants. At all,” Ash muttered and flew onward.


Thirty-Five

Ash huffed as he finished his construction. He had spent every possible minute building this landscape. The very field where he, Eira, her people, and the Emissary would battle.

As well as one more.

But that individual wouldn’t be summoned quite yet. They would be one of the last pieces brought forth if he could help it.

“It looks like… a tunnel?” Eira asked, looking around them. It was a very gray shaded tunnel. Formed to mimic and look like a cavern. One with a great many stalactites and stalagmites. It moved from one side to the other.

On one side was the entry point that would lead here, to this place, while on the other, there was a false portal that wasn’t real and would never activate. The false portal, however, would look like it’d been activated and actively churn Qi.

The location was perfect, a blown-up structure on Sheng Island that would draw the eye. As if someone had blown up the entry point to get here.

Because the Emissary had clearly known where the portal was, deep in the ice. He’d been going there. Attempting to flee this world. All Ash had to do, was create a way for him to do so, and then spring the trap.

This whole cave was one massive Qi build he had structured together. It was likely already drawing the Emissary, but he wasn’t going to move to it. It would look more akin to an ability.

It was obvious that the Emissary could feel Qi at a distance. This was exactly what was needed. His only regret was everyone was once again busy fighting Eira’s people. Even Locke was needed there and the Qi he had been using was entirely from the Hall, even as he fed his Brides Qi to keep them moving.

Keep them able to defend themselves.

He knew that a few died here and there, he felt them lose their battle and fall over the course of this war. Many others were wounded and had to be pulled back and healed, and survived another day. Gaining experience and knowledge that would allow them to begin stronger.

He hated the deaths, but he knew each one that survived would be brought back even stronger and without any lingering harm.

“Yes, it’s a tunnel. A trap. Our dear enemy will come here. He’ll not realize just how… fucked… this is. And in this small area, your little army will have the advantage against him. I’ll defend you, keep you close, and if he comes close, we’ll fight him. Otherwise, you’ll just drown him in bodies while I close the trap ever closer. If he comes to us I’ll gladly fight him head on, but it’s the same to me whether he wants to fight or not.

“I’d be foolish if I didn’t use traps and tricks to kill my foe rather than just my hands and feet.”

“I mean, using a trick or a trap, a formation or a spell, is no different than hands or feet. Your mind. It’s all the same,” she said with a shrug. “That’d be like complaining that someone brought a spear but you brought a knife. It’s all the same.

“Now! Husband. What do we do? I’m delighted to be a part of this deceit, and I look forward to seeing where it goes.”

“Oh, we’ll just hide right underneath this. After I activate the not portal. He’ll come on in… we spring the trap, you summon my in-laws, we give him a problem,” he explained. “And when the shit really hits the fan, I summon the One True Emperor’s Apparition.

“He’s still in prison. I put him there after all. He’s just been hanging out. Being interrogated by Xiuying and Locke in equal measure. They made some progress with him. After all, it’s not like he needs anything, and the only entertainment he has is people asking him questions.

“Well, the only entertainment he had till we told him the Emissary is alive and well. Alive, well, and has the Seal. Now he’s very angry. For a ghost, he’s got enough rage in him to lift an army and give it wings.”

“I would be angry as well. I imagine that apparition was left behind by the man who the Emissary had wounded. Or… I suppose, ultimately killed?” she asked, looking at Ash. “Did he recover? Did he live? If he didn’t, then he died of it, and that man caused it.”

“I genuinely don’t know. The One Emperor’s body wasn’t where his ring was. It was hidden in a box in a ruin. I assumed he lived and made the ruin… but… maybe he lived, and the ruin was something that came out of his ring? Or a different treasure? I don’t know. It’s not something I can really ask about either. My realm, the plane that your people are fighting on, thinks that there’s only one realm at all. That even the prison people are sent to is in the same realm. Not that there are three realms. Even the original ‘middle realm’ as I believe it is in the same realm as the ‘lower realm’. Much as is the ‘upper realm’. When really it was all just one realm.”

“That’s really confusing,” Eira said shaking her head.

“Yeah… anyways,” Ash muttered and peeled back the Qi that was beneath his feet. He had chosen this spot because there was a good six-foot cleft in the rock here. He and Eira could stand in it, wait for the Emissary, and ambush him when the time came. “Let’s… get ready I guess.”

Eira nodded her head and dropped into the hole with little effort.

Ash activated the false portal and let it run up to its full potential. Spewing out Qi and acting almost identically to the portal that actually led off the realm. Once it was moving, Ash threw a wide swath of elemental fire down and out of the cave entrance. There was enough grass that it’d catch fire and likely start to burn.

It’d lend itself to the idea that someone had blown this place open. Then he went and dropped into the hole next to Eira and closed it shut with his Qi. Realizing his mistake even as he did so.

“Oh, well, this is snug,” Eira said, shifting around. She was almost pressed to his front, but not quite. Her hands would touch the stone below them if they hung, so she had been holding them up. Only to finally drop them down and rest them against him. “At least I’m not Locke. I don’t think she’d fit here. She’s very nice, but I have no idea how she manages to do anything with her… assets. Or… well, that whole group who shares clothes, actually. I don’t know how they manage it. It doesn’t seem fun.”

Ash could only nod his head. He couldn’t lift his hands, Eira’s were there. It wasn’t very comfortable to bend his arms because his hands pushed to the rocks. He really only had one spot to put them.

His hands were then put upon Eira’s hips and remained there.

“— nice that they share clothes but really. I can’t even imagine how they shoot a bow. Wouldn’t the string slide along the breast?” Eira asked.

Truthfully, Ash couldn’t tell if he’d ever thought the same, but it made a lot of logical sense now that he was considering it.

“Using a bow hurts. I have to wear a chest-guard or it just about tears a chunk out of my boob. Or my nipple. It was… it was painful. We were practicing before you ask. After your demonstration with your own bow, we all realized we should have more tools to kill people.

“Eira’s right. You wouldn’t fault someone bringing a spear to a fight if you brought a knife. Win’s a win, fight the L. You could always put your hands higher? She’d like it. You already did it once too.”

“You could always put your hands higher,” Eira said at nearly the same time. “Your culture is a bit… subdued, isn’t it? In my culture, your partner is your partner. There is no shame in displaying anything in front of anyone. Not displaying your care of your partner, would be akin to not wearing clothes I think.

“Public sex is frowned on, but that’s more for the sake of children rather than modesty. If it’s only adults, public sex is fine.”

Ash just stood there, blinking slowly, staring at Eira. He had no idea what to say to her in this situation. In this moment. His own upbringing hadn’t exactly been prudish, but what she described was just outright exhibitionism to him.

“You’re… an interesting woman,” Ash said instead.

Eira laughed at that, folded her arms awkwardly in the small space they had, took his hands, and promptly put them on her chest. Then pushed forward. He couldn’t do much now.

“You’re a prude! This is quite funny. I did not think I’d be the one chasing, but it’s quite amusing to me,” Eira said and looked up at the Qi shell above them. He realized at that moment she could see in the dark as well as he could. They were both in absolute pitch blackness. “Do you think it will be long?”

Ash didn’t really like the way she’d asked the question. It had an edge to it that reminded him of Locke. He couldn’t leave this location either because he needed to control the Qi trap.

“I don’t know… he’ll probably be already on the way here. Then he’ll feel the Qi I made the cave out of, but he won’t know if it’s the explosion, the portal, or something else. Depends on how aggressive he is, but given he sat on the moon for hundreds of years if not thousands… I have no idea,” Ash admitted.

“Goodie!” Eira said, then kissed him.

Oh… it’s… yes.

This has happened to me before, hasn’t it.

“You find women who realize what they want before you do. But hey, at least you embrace the harem now. It’s a lot easier to get women past your defenses now.”

***

Pulling away from Eira and the kiss, Ash froze. For about an hour he had been just talking with Eira, learning about her, and more or less making out with her. They’d found very quickly that kissing each other was quite nice.

Eira had some incredible lips, and she never got sloppy about it. There were some people who were sloppy kissers that got everything wet, and then there was Eira, who somehow, kept everything exactly as it should be.

“Is it… time?” she asked. “I was enjoying myself. I feel like I got a lot better! I’d never kissed a man before this, so it’s all been a learning experience. Xiuying had the best advice. I had to really struggle to not lick my lips.”

Wait, is that it? Wait… it is!

You lick your lips all the time! That’s why it’s always wet!?

“I uh… huh… huh… I guess so. I never thought about it. Haha. Whoops?”

The Emissary had clearly been up there for a while. Just circling. The reason Ash figured that, is now that he was close enough for him to feel him against the Qi cave, the momentum the man displayed didn’t feel as if it was fresh. It felt like he’d been quietly circling the area for a while. Perhaps even having explored Sheng Island and finding it to be a cultivator’s headquarters.

If anything, his reluctance to come down here had likely provided more belief to his thoughts that this was all real. That he had found the portal because something had happened, it’d been opened, and it was now spiraling and churning out Qi. Since the surrounding area was in fact coated and covered with Qi, he’d have no better reason for it than to think it was from the portal.

“I guess it’s time, Eira Sheng, Ghost-Stones, or… whatever your royal title might be,” Ash murmured.

“It’s that. Eira Sheng or Ghost-Stones. That’s literally my royal title,” answered Eira with a laugh, then snapped her mouth shut and continued at a whisper. “I’m the last of the royal line. I’m not a princess. I’m a Queen, I suppose. That makes you my royal consort.”

Eira then grinned at him, and promptly started kissing him again.

To which Ash grimaced, kept his hand pressed to the Qi trap, and waited. Eira was a beautiful woman and deeply distracting. He couldn’t deny he was honestly looking forward to leaving her as a realm-lord and moving on. For when the battle with her people ended and he could have his people back.

He had found himself often thinking of all of them. He disliked being separated from them, but they were needed to help make sure as few Brides and Knights died as possible. To keep the number of casualties low.

Which was what he wanted.

He just hated the cost, even if he was willing to keep paying it.

His loneliness was easy to pay to keep Brides and Knights alive.

Then he felt it. The moment the Emissary stepped into the Qi-trap cave. His boots striking the false ground and hesitating. He began to slowly move deeper into the cave. Letting his feet carry him in slow steps. Like a rabbit slowly getting closer to a deadfall trap. Inching ever closer as it wanted to get to the bit of bait left out just for it.

It was an actually pretty accurate analogy to the moment.

Slowly, the Emissary kept moving, walking deeper, slinking closer and closer to the portal. With every step he seemed to be more and more sure of himself. That this wasn’t a trap and that he was about to break free of this realm.

That he’d finally escape and move on to a realm with actual Qi and its ability to nourish one’s Dantians and Dao.

Quicker now, his boots tapping as he started to move at a normal pace.

Then he was just about jogging the last part of the way.

Ash felt it when he slammed the Emperor’s Seal against the false portal, expecting it to respond to him and transfer him away.

Then Ash broke the kiss with Eira, retracted the Qi that covered them, and faint light spilled down and into the crevice they were in.

Eira held her hands up without needing to be told. Her fingers rapidly touching to the points he had carved into her bones. Each gesture summoning up an ancestor with a weapon and all of them streaming toward the Emissary.

Even her weaker ancestors were joining the fight. Her grandparents and those who normally only provided insight, wisdom, or strategic advice.

With an unending power source behind her, she could afford to be lazy and splurge with her summons. They all screamed and ran forward even as she summoned them.

“What?!” demanded the Emissary.

Ash summoned the apparition of the One True Emperor then. Pulling it from the hall.

“Your inheritor has provided you with the chance to see your assailant,” Ash said as the apparition appeared in the Qi cave. “The Emissary who carries the seal of the One True Emperor, that should be mine, who attempted to kill your true self. There he is. Just as I promised. Would you serve me? I am your successor. Your inheritor. I have brought you your revenge and attempt to reestablish your rule through myself.

The sounds of battle were already loud now. Eira was summoning ancestors who died right back into the fight. Ash noted that one particularly old woman was brought back, grinned, and hobbled back toward the fight.

Yeeeeaaaaah, her ancestors, even the old ones, wanted to fight.

Alright then.

Ghost-Stones is not to be underestimated.

Or is she Sheng-Stones now.

“She… will… love… that… name,” breathed Locke.

“I will serve,” hissed the apparition and it summoned a sword. One that Ash had the misfortune to be stabbed by. “You are my true inheritor, and I will… GLADLY… go to the fight.”

The ghostly image rushed forward.

“Xi-Mao! I have come back from the grave for your head!” bellowed the apparition.

“What? Empe…no! No! No!” yelled the Emissary.

Eira grabbed Ash by the chin, pulled his head down, and began kissing him again. All while summoning her ancestors back into the fight. Drawing Qi out of him in a steady wave through the kiss.

Which was entirely unnecessary.

But he sure wasn’t going to fight kissing a beautiful woman.

He put his arms around her hips, pulled her in close, and kissed her back.

As a battle raged above him.


Thirty-Six

Ash had only let the kiss linger for a few seconds, before he got out of the pit. Then he gently pulled Eira up with himself. The two of them were now standing inside the Qi trap. Eira’s ancestors were battling the Emissary even as he struggled to fight off the apparition of the One True Emperor.

It was fighting with what could only be described as a lack of sense and absolute rage. It didn’t care what hit it. It didn’t care that it lost an arm. It only cared about killing the Emissary.

That was it.

There was no self-preservation, no goal to protect itself, just sheer hungry fury to kill this individual. It had memories of them and thirsted for their blood.

It knew him.

Eira nodded her head and more than a few of her ancestors started breaking off stalagmites from the ground and beating and stabbing at the Emissary. This was all part of the plan. All they needed to do was get some of the rocky surfaces stuck in him.

Once that happened, Ash could act directly inside him, from his own body.

Because Ash finally understood what was happening.

All of it.

It’d come to him while he carved Eira.

He was Lord Sheng. If he submitted at all to the Emissary, his upper Dantian would have sway over Ash’s. His abilities were tied into his perception of his self, just as was the case for Ash, but his self-perception was only just formed. Their middle Dantians differed by being thousands of years apart in their solidification.

The Emissary likely even had his upper Dantian open, Ash barely had a floating cloud far above him.

Thankfully, this was a battle of his understanding of who he was. How he fit into the realms and how he was to be held up to everyone else. The problem was once that happened, his Dao would have a much harder time working.

Because while Ash had accepted much of what made him Lord Sheng, he hadn’t truly become it. Not in truth.

The Emissary, in the end, had given Ash the key.

Simply by existing.

The Emissary was attempting to become the One Emperor.

Ash was Lord Sheng. The inheritor of the One Emperor.

Neither he nor the Emissary were the ‘Emperor’ of the nine realms. That was the man who had sentenced Ash to prison. A man even now whose momentum Ash operated inside of.

The Emissary operated outside of the Emperor’s momentum.

Ash operated inside of it, and even partially worked toward the same goal.

“I am Lord Sheng,” Ash stated with absolute conviction. He knew this moment would come once he understood what was holding him back. “I am not part of the ‘Emperor’s nine realms’. I am the true inheritor of the One True Emperor, and the Emperor is a usurper. A pretender sitting upon a throne that is not his. Just as is the Emissary. I am wed to the Langye royal line, and my wife is Eira Sheng, queen of her own family. The Brides serve me, the Knights serve me, and I have claimed all three realms as my own. I also hold the capital of the One True Emperor as my own. I was acknowledged by the apparition of the One True Emperor. I hold all the qualifications as well as the family ring. I assert that the seal of the One True Emperor is in the wrong hands, and is no longer valid.”

There was a grinding boom as Ash’s momentum came free of the Emperor’s. A large chunk of what had helped push the Emperor’s momentum came away in Ash’s mind’s eye.

The entirety of the Sheng Alliance, with Lord Sheng at the center, simply came away and caused the ‘Emperor’s’ momentum to drastically shrink.

It certainly decreased in size after removing Ash and his own momentum from it. But it didn’t shrink after that.

Lord Sheng’s momentum began to spin faster.

And it grew.

It incorporated the realms he had claimed into its own, as well as having two royal families as his. Then it ballooned out further. Four points of interest were inside of the momentum that had their own momentum. Four Bridal Realm Lords, each of them with their own momentum, perfectly spinning in exact unison with Lord Sheng’s momentum.

Only for Lord Sheng’s momentum to continue to grow. It ground up against the momentum of the Emissary and started to hurl chunks of it outward.

Ash then realized that the descendants of the Palace Guards had all accepted him as the One True Emperor and were even now on their way to assist him. Something had changed, some type of oath, some belief, and they were now racing toward him.

The Emissary’s momentum had begun to spark and fracture even as Eira’s ancestors and the apparition worked to kill him. Except Ash hadn’t kept a good eye on the tidal shifts.

Even as he watched the man’s momentum begin to wane, it started going in the opposite direction. Pieces were still being chipped off as they ground together, but it was also expanding. Swelling.

Like a high tide rising.

Ash didn’t have time to wait. He needed to act now.

Lifting up his hand, he closed it. The Qi trap that the Emissary had been fighting in shattered apart into long stakes. Each of them lashing out at him. Attempting to skewer him.

The man was gifted with preternatural reflexes though. His whole body curving around them as they shot forward at him.

Curving them and having them jut out at odd angles, Ash made a two-pronged attack. One to strike the man, the other to hit the seal. The Emissary would have to decide which way to let it go.

Either take the hit, or lose the seal.

Somehow, he managed to doge, rolling his body in a way Ash had never seen before, and whipped the seal up and away from the attack upon it. The man was a whirlwind of action and deft reflexes.

So Ash dove in.

He summoned his single butterfly sword and his short sword. He attacked at the man with a lunge even as the Qi-Trap cave continued to lash out, stab, and lunge at the Emissary.

His butterfly sword missed by an inch, as a rod of stone slipped past the Emissary, and a different one somehow went between his legs.

Ash was using every tool in his tool belt, every stupid dirty trick, and summoning others to help corner this man, and even then it was a problem. The Emissary at his tidal surge was formidable.

Ash flicked out a slash with his short sword, kicked a stalagmite, and stabbed at the Emissary with several rods of stone all at the same time.

He dodged everything, other than the stalagmite that’d been kicked. It slammed into the seal, knocked it out of his hand, and sent it flying.

It vanished the moment it left his hand.

“Yoink.”

There was an immediate reaction in the momentum of the Emissary. It no longer competed against Ash’s momentum in a way that it could withstand easily. Massive sparks and chunks of it were being torn out now. Grinding it down like a piece of wood under a belt sander. Vanishing with every moment.

Unfortunately that didn’t make the Emissary any slower. He threw out several blades of thin and heavy force at him. Each of which Ash dodged, he had learned to fear and predict the attacks.

Even as he did so, he pushed forward with a lunge from his short sword, his butterfly sword coming in at a strange angle from the right. Taking the attack back further than what most would expect. Then Ash threw out an axe-kick.

He smashed a stalactite clean off the ceiling, toward the Emissary.

The man dodged the thrust, was hit by the slash in the forearm though it was incredibly shallow, and the stalactite went wide. Even as two stone rods slammed down at the man. Causing him to twist around.

Holy hell he’s fucking Neo.

Fuck him! I want to be Neo.

Ash dipped into his Dao fully, and though the world of sand didn’t appear, Ash just knew what was coming and how.

When.

Even where.

He was burning Qi at an incredible rate, but his attacks became true. Every single attack he launched came as one attack to shift the Emissary to one side, and the second to land a hit.

The chains to the man were adding up now. The flow of moon Qi flooding into Ash was replenishing, but not enough. It didn’t balance out his usage.

There was a strange ripple that ran through his body though. An odd bending of reality.

That even as he fought, something else was going on. It sounded like a rumbling noise that he couldn’t place. A thrumming and pounding, even as he exchanged a flurry of sword strokes with the Emissary.

Even as he pushed in on the Emissary and landed hits, it was obvious the other man was adjusting. As if he were somehow able to see what was coming.

Acting as if he were Ash’s shadow.

He realized it was exactly that, in fact.

The Emissary was a moon. He circled the planet and was pulled by a larger force.

Ash was now a larger force, and the Emissary could feel the pull of him as he went. He now understood in this moment, how the One True Emperor likely fell to this man. If he had no idea what his Dao was, he could’ve felt the right moment to strike and stab the One True Emperor, as he had.

Ash, however, was the master of momentum.

In a flash, he halted his momentum to nothing, then slammed it forward to the fastest peak it could be, only to drop it down to nothing, and charge forward again.

A staggered feeling.

In his mind, he could see a football player charging a defender, juke one way then the other, then back, then the other, and leave the defender in the dust.

Ash acted in that time as well, a stone rod spearing the Emissary through the leg as he tried to plan for Ash’s attack.

Immediately, Ash threw out the rod of Qi deeper into the Emissary’s leg. Quickly growing up through his leg and into his veins and arteries. Growing toward his organs.

A lot like ice slithering up water, it began to solidify and tear at him. Bursting blood outward along with spikes. Spraying blood down his leg.

Except he didn’t seem to care. He lunged out with his sword at Ash, giving himself up to the situation to try and kill Ash. Just as the apparition had been doing.

Only for the One True Emperor’s apparition to leap into the Emissary, wrapping his one good arm around him, as well as both legs. The man’s ghostly image turned to Ash at the same time, and smiled.

Then Ash’s Qi structure overrode the Emissary, tore through his guts, and exploded outward. A great deal of Qi spreading out in the sudden death and blowing right through the apparition. Both the Emissary and the apparition dying in the blast.

The sudden and extremeness of it left Ash standing there. Foolishly.

Unaware of what to do or how to proceed now that it was over.

The Emissary was dead, as was the apparition of the One True Emperor.

“I… what?” Ash blurted out, his momentum and Dao returning to a normal state. The thrumming boom he’d been hearing the whole time was now suddenly quite clear.

“Lord Sheng” was being called and answered. Brides shouting it, then the Knights shouting it in response. Over and over as he had battled against the Emissary.

He knew that they had known what was going on, that his middle Dantian was no longer his own.

The deity he had taken a big bite out of had given him far more than just Qi and part of what he had been. His middle Dantian was no longer just where he saw representations of things. It was an actual location it seemed. Where the Hall resided and all the “Sheng structures” were. It was a plane unto itself forged by “Lord Sheng”, the inheritor of the One True Emperor.

“The seal helped. No sooner than I brought it into the hall than everything just about frickin’ exploded. Just, boosh, everywhere. Like how you get when Mei gives you want you want.”

He rolled his eyes and nodded his head. That sounded about right from Locke. It also sounded about right from what he understood.

The Seal of the One True Emperor had been returned to the hall. Also a relic of the One True Emperor. It had been reunited.

“I need to go sit on the throne,” he muttered and rubbed his fingertips at his brow. “How’s the war with Eira’s people?”

“Stalemate,” Locke admitted. “A massive defection happened. Those who remained are mostly around the city they took and some of the surrounding lands. We’re just in a holding pattern as of a few hours ago. The Brides can start returning to their locations and your personal circle can probably return very soon. Eira’s people are better at fighting their own people than we are.

“It was curiously timed with the Emissary’s actions moving toward the portal. Though I have no way to prove it, or shift it. I don’t understand it. It feels like there’s far more at hand here. That there’s more than one game being played and I just… I’m missing something. It’s annoying.”

“I need to go sit on the throne in the capital, the war with your people is in a stalemate, Eira,” he said, and then moved to the actual portals. He needed to get to the one-time capital of all the realms. The prison realm.

Eira caught up to him quickly, her ancestors all fading away without an issue. Ash left the partially destroyed Qi trap where it was.

He needed to move quickly.

Ash moved with speed. Going straight to the portals in the secured space he had built.

The Brides who were meant to be here at Sheng Island started to appear. As well as the Knights.

He could feel all the Brides of this world returning to their embassies and the locations they had meant to be. With the Emissary dead, they could return to their positions.

Reaching the portal, Ash found it was active. He went straight through it and found he was in Ren’s realm. With the prison and the original capital of the One True Emperor.

Ash was spat out inside of the capital. Locke had been working on reclaiming it in her free time. A great deal of it looked much better than he remembered it.

He began moving to the throne room. He hadn’t seen it personally, but he had seen it in his vision of ‘what should have been’, when he’d downed the deity who caused this whole mess.

Where the entirety of the realms had collapsed.

Moving forward quickly, Ash needed to do this as soon as he could. Because he could feel the rumble and roil of people chanting “Lord Sheng” even now. His middle Dantian and all that it held needed the final piece of the puzzle.

He could also feel his Upper Dantian solidifying. Coming together as he considered everything that’d happened. Everything up to this point and how the whole of the realms had been broken.

Entering into the throne room, Ash’s mind froze even as his steps carried him on.

Brides, Knights, the Langye royal family, his parents, Master Gen, his Realm Lords, everyone and anyone who mattered to him was here in the royal throne room. Sitting on benches or standing along the edges.

Anyone who mattered to him at all.

He even saw Shu, Lifen, and Biu, his one-time bodyguards.

Ashiok, Tasa, and all the other Beast Lords were here as well. They’d given up their war in total or temporarily to be here.

“Lord Sheng!” shouted one of the Divine Brides. He saw them clustered together to the side. All of them had the same uniform as other Brides, though the coloring was different. Their veil was different. Just enough to make them look like a different branch of Brides.

Except once one of them did it, everyone began calling for him.

As he approached the throne, the fire Qi users, those who were descendants of the Palace Guard, rushed into the throne room. Looking wide eyed and unsure of how to proceed. Ash could still feel his hand on them.

He had taken them all for himself.

They were once again… the Palace Guard.

Hesitating for all of a moment, they rushed to positions that nearly called out to them it seemed. Because with the way they moved, it looked to Ash as if someone unseen hand had pointed to the points they should be at.

They took up positions, went to an at attention pose, and then went still.

Even as they did it, more of their numbers ran down and out of the royal palace, out of the throne room, and into the palace grounds. Ash could feel their momentum shoving at “Lord Sheng” and pushing with all their might.

They were taking their rightful places. They had never abandoned their posts, they’d just been forced out of them.

The moment they could return, they did so.

Ash approached the throne, summoned the Emperor’s seal, and set it down on the arm of the throne, then seated himself.

Locke stepped out from behind the throne and lifted her hands as everyone shouted “Lord Sheng”. It was the final such callout.

He noted that his inner circle was all in the front row. From Jia to Rou and everyone else. Including Ren, Si’Sha, and Liu. Eira had taken her place with them as well.

“The reign of the One True Emperor has been restored! We will now work to reclaim our lands,” Ash decreed, his hand moving to grasp the top of the massive golden seal. “I am Lord Sheng, your One True Emperor, and we will right what has been wronged.

There was an incredible boom as his momentum flared outward and grew massively. In no time at all he was easily eighty percent as large as the ‘Emperor’ himself.

His middle Dantian rippled, shifted, and grew. The plane that it had become was massive now. Ash could see every single “Sheng space” across his middle Dantian. They all existed as an end point in his Middle Dantian.

A God’s realm.

They had their mortal positions, their mundane anchors, deep in the Sheng fortress of Ren’s Realm, but they all came to a point in his God realm, the middle Dantian.

He could see his upper Dantian solidify into a solid platform above him. It hadn’t opened yet, but he could see it. It would open soon.

Very soon.

“Does that mean we get to go see Jia’s family in the middle realm now? That’ll be kind of funny,” Locke whispered in his ear, her lips touching it with how close she was. “They won’t even be able to be in the room with you given how strong you are. I can’t imagine how happy Jia will be.”

Locke said with a giggle, a very Locke giggle at that, and then bit his ear hard enough that she would’ve drawn blood if not torn it off.

If he wasn’t a cultivator.


Epilogue

Ash lifted his hand up and then brushed aside the enemy army.

Pushing Eira’s wayward and lost people who didn’t know to follow her yet to the ground in one smooth motion, Ash grinned. He killed none, wounded many, and saved them all. He didn’t allow them to get back up.

“Restrain them for Queen Eira,” Ash called out and Eira’s people, those directly loyal to her, who rushed forward with ropes. Since taking the throne, Ash had found he was no longer a Mortal ranked Cultivator.

He had progressed to a Sovereign Immortal. The first rank of the last possible power level. There was only Dreadful Immortal, and Heavens Defying Immortal above him.

Locke had taken his tribulation into the Hall and picked it apart with glee.

Such things no longer mattered to the Sheng.

Tribulations were only handled if one wanted to, otherwise they were just taken and redistributed for fun. The enlightenment Lord Sheng could offer any of them was far greater than what they could discover through a tribulation.

Because there were no costs for the upper ranks of the Sheng to teach the lower ranks. It was always in their best interest to bring up the newer recruits. The young ones.

Abilities were handed out en-masse and refined as they ranked up. Abilities particular to a person.

Body carvings came as they broke into the second Refiner realm. Bone carvings with the third.

Daos were started as they neared the end of the third Refiner phase.

None of it had a cost. All of it was for the sake of the Sheng as a whole.

There was no “Sheng Sect” it was just The Sheng.

Even the Sheng Alliance no longer existed, it was all part and parcel to the same dynasty. The same One True Emperor Sheng.

Though his little princess Langye found it funny to suddenly technically be ranked higher than her brother. She had teased him quite a bit, then had promptly moved into the Sheng capital in Ren’s realm.

There were ever more people there now as they no longer lived under the Shadows’ rule. They were congregating from every corner of the realm, and the Capital was growing.

A great number of excess people from the Sheng fortress had been taken there as well. Diminishing the needs of the fortress significantly.

Things were smoothing out.

Leveling.

Everything Ash had taken in hand, was becoming as it should.

“For your Queen, hm?” Eira asked with a laugh, tilted his head down, and kissed him hungrily.

The sprightly woman had dominated his life as of late as they took back her people and her lands.

“To be sure, it is appropriate,” Jia said in a tight voice. “Now please unhand my husband. Your marriage is political, and you are a Realm Lord. You should act appropriately.”

“It’s not political, he’s already torn out my maidenhead. It was messy,” Eira said with a wave of her hand at Jia after breaking the kiss. “And my people don’t care. They like shows of affection. I don’t think I’ll ever get him to mount me in public though. A shame. It’d really make sure my people understand who their Emperor is.”

“He will do no such thing,” Na stated with finality. “It would demean Emperor Sheng to do such a thing.”

Na had… become Na about Ash and his new title. Everything, was Emperor Sheng.

Even when he bedded her, it’d been Emperor Sheng.

He had to forcefully correct her. Threaten to stop sleeping with her, in fact, to get her to never say that again. It’d taken another instance of it happening and him starting to pull away before she reverted to “Ashley” once more.

“Oh me, oh my… that’s dangerous,” Siu said and touched his back, immediately draining him of the feelings Eira had sprung up in him. “Though, it will be a shame to leave all the Realm Lords in place when we move on to the next realm. More so that anyone not strong enough to come with us, won’t be able to move forward, either.”

There was a sudden stillness in his group.

Everyone was here with him.

Jia, Mei, Na, Hui, Moira, Chunhua, Tala, Siu, Rou, and Xiuying.

The next realm portal would take them to Jia’s original home realm. Where the “Mortal” ranks were. What Ash was no longer but many of his people were. If they weren’t able to reach “Immortal” by the time they moved to the final realm, which would likely be fairly quick, they would need to remain.

Be left behind.

“I need to train,” Tala growled. “Moira, Mei, Jia, will you train with My Cuddly Elegant Bunny Wife self?”

“Yes,” came the communal response.

“I’m sad that I won’t be able to go,” Xiu pouted and stamped a foot. Her lower lip stuck out quite far. “I already know I can’t go to the final realm. No matter what I do. I know it. I won’t be there. No matter how hard I try, no matter what I do, I won’t be there. I’ll be stuck in Jia’s house.”

Stuck in Jia’s house?

Huh.

I wonder if that becomes the next Sheng stronghold, or just where she prefers to remain.

Chunhua laughed, nudged Rou, Siu, and Hui forward, and moved to stand beside Ash as the other women broke away to go train.

“So… what’s our next plan? Your sky tearing talented ladies are waiting,” said the sorceress as those with her all looked to Ash.

“Yes, Siu is included. All she has to do is stand there with Ren with you and her Dao and Dantians go wild in response to you. So do Ren’s actually. Somehow, those two ended up in a relationship quite similar to that of magnets. They snap together when you are applied, and push apart when you’re not. They’re very good friends, too.

“They just empower one another when you’re around in ridiculous ways. As you’ve found out. Good luck with the three way they’re planning for you. I’m not watching that one. It’ll make me want to claw my womb out and slam it into their faces. Repeatedly. Till their pretty noses break.”

My poor love. My first, and last, Locke Sheng.

When I die, who will hear my last thought?

When I pass, whose soul will go with me?

“Well… I… ah… hehe… I love you.”

“Next plan is, give Eira her kingdom back. Plan after that is get everything smoothed out and ready for our comings and goings. Because once we move forward, it’ll be impossible to come back this way for a while,” he said thinking. “I’d like to go see my parents and my sister as well. Check in on my Realm Lords.

“Take… maybe… a week or two for myself while we round up any of those Demonic Cultivators. I have no idea where they went in Eira’s people, but they were there. I know they were.

“Then-then move on. To go see what awaits us in the next realm. As we slowly take everything from the ‘emperor’. He has sat on my throne and taken my belongings. It’s time to get it all back.”

Ash didn’t have the luxury of not saying things like that anymore.

He didn’t have the luxury of being ‘Ashley Sheng’ any longer.

His middle Dantian was solidified and would change no further.

His sense of self was set and would determine all of his future actions.

He was Lord Sheng. Lord Ashley Sheng, certainly, but Lord Sheng to many.

The longer the ‘emperor’ existed, the more Ash would have to fight against him for his Dantian to remain stable.

The life of a Cultivator was a dangerous one. A very dangerous one.

But it certainly had its benefits and rewards, too.

“And the next era begins, as the old one fades,” he said to himself.

A new arc and a new saga were just around the corner.
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