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One

Ash chewed at his lower lip even as he peered at the portal to the ‘middle realm’.

A place where everyone was supposed to travel to once they became an Empowered Mortal.

Where they were supposed to remain until they became a Sovereign Immortal.

Or so it was supposed to be according to the Emperor’s rules.

Or I guess the false Emperor.

He didn’t have the ring, seal, or approval to do anything that he did.

Nor is he even the first false emperor.

I wonder how long the realms lacked a true One Emperor.

“I am most pleased that I’m going home, but I am also frustrated and concerned,” murmured Jia from Ash’s immediate right.

When he looked at her, he found that she was dressed in a blue martial artist’s robe. It didn’t show off her slim, trim physique or do much of anything for her.

Her midnight-black hair was bound and braided in a way suitable for a woman of a modest middle realm clan. Her dark black eyes had a brightness to them that was clearly all about the idea of seeing her family again.

As an equal.

“This should be quite entertaining, dear Jia,” Mei murmured from Ash’s side. She had his left arm trapped by hers and pressed against her breast. Much as she would always cling to him. “I do like the braids you put in my hair for me, though I’m jealous of the ones Xiuying gave you.”

Ash glanced at Mei’s hair at the mention of the braids.

Her blue-black hair was bound upward behind her head, and a series of braids took care of the rest. She also looked like some clan’s child, despite her clan being wiped out, other than herself and her cousin.

Her light brown eyes, as ever, seemed to glow in the light, and they flicked to the side, catching Ash watching her. Which caused her to grin, then pull Ash closer into her rather ‘abnormal’ and very full figure.

She didn’t fit the realms’ standards of beauty as she had too much up top and too much below.

Those beauty standards favored Na, her cousin. Who was considered far more ‘beautiful’ than Mei.

She shared many of the same features as Mei, just with a much slimmer body. Much more in line with Jia, in fact, though Na had cut her hair quite short as of late. She and Mei now looked radically different.

He didn’t have to look at Na behind him to know her gray eyes would be boring holes into the back of his head and spine right now. Mostly because he had forbidden her from treating him like Lord Sheng for a time.

They needed information about what was going on in the middle realm.

Needed to know what the False Emperor was doing and why the ways had been shut.

For this mission, he would be going as nothing more than a powerful Cultivator, as would Mei, Na, and Jia. They would be looking to pass to the next gate, as, surprising even to him, all of them had crossed over into the Immortal class.

Tala and Moira would be joining as ‘slaves’ to them since they still bore the slave-mark.

Though it’d been long overwritten by Ash’s carving.

Or as Xiuying would call it, Immortal, Rank One.

Ah… Locke, my sweetheart, how’s Xiu?

She seemed to be hiding from me this morning.

“She’s fine. I don’t know why she was avoiding you, but she clearly was. If I had to guess… you’d have taken her to bed if you saw her. You tend to do that with her when you’re leaving for somewhere, and you find her alone.

“In fact, isn’t that why you were looking for her?

“By her hiding, you ended up finding Eira instead. If I don’t miss my guess… Eira probably just had a swim meet, and someone got the grand prize.”

Swim meet? The hell are you… are… oh.

Hm.

“To be fair, she needs a pregnancy as she’s the last of her line here,” Locke put in with a laugh. Then made a shooing noise. “Now, run along, my love. I’m working on assisting with settling Eira and the Langye family into neighbors. Because there’s… a lot to handle there.

“A lot to handle. You don’t just magically end a war between two peoples and erase enmity. Eira and her people are all being relocated to the Prison Realm’s outer area since there weren’t many people, but lots of land. Since it’s an entire world.

“She’ll take up her duties as a Realm Lord there and defender of the capital since… well… the capital of the One Emperor is there.”

Ash mentally sighed.

There was so much politics going on, and he didn’t want to deal with any of it.

Not in any way, shape, or form.

Eira and her people moving to the Prison realm, once the Upper Realm, and its capital was a good thing.

Ren was the Bridal Realm Lord of the Sheng fort, once the prison itself, in that realm. Thankfully, her realm was almost entirely settled. It didn’t need much from him at all, other than to show up and take the beautiful woman to dinner every so often.

Liu’s realm, the Langye realm, was now settled because he’d ended the Eira situation and was actively moving the barbarians out of the realm.

Si’Sha and her modern realm were the most likely ones that would need his help. Especially since she’d managed to talk the Joseon people into selling them more modern weapons. Armored vehicles, machine guns, and even a nuclear reactor, which was already in the process of being built.

Having people from the modern realm come over into the Langye realm needed to happen to make sure everything went correctly with that installation.

Almost immediately, hidden footage made it back to the modern realm from the Langye realm. Of people who looked like they were a historical throwback of the ‘modern realm’.

There were more than a few things that he’d have to step in and handle at some point stemming from those videos.

Ash knew he’d need to go to the modern realm at some point to deal with it. There were several leaders who hadn’t signed the Sheng agreement before he handled the realm’s situation for them.

As if thinking about the modern realm and all that’d happened was a cue, a number of the Emperor’s Guards moved to surround the portal.

Descendants of the guards who had once defended the One True Emperor, who hid in the modern realm. All of them had become Fire Qi users while living in the deep caverns of the world.

Somehow, they’d strong-armed their way into the Knights and Brides circle and were often around Ash in a defensive guard unit with the Brides and Knights.

His constant Qi-push to the descendants of the guards, along with the Bonds of Sheng that he had forcefully stuck on every single one of them, had granted them all a great deal of strength.

They, a group of Knights, and a group of Brides, were all spread out around him and out of sight. Just in case something happened as soon as the portal opened.

Rather than stand there and think about the Barbarian invasion, the Emissary—who had likely killed or caused the death of the One Emperor—and the modern realm as a whole, Ash reached out and touched the signet ring of the One Emperor to the portal.

He wanted to move forward with his momentum, not get bogged down in the minutiae.

That was a job for other people.

The portal made a whining noise and snapped open.

Laid out before Ash was a large stone platform surrounded by trees and bushes. It was clearly a reception area that’d received masses of people over the years. There were impressions on the first step that looked worn in from the never-ending initial step of people arriving.

Yet Ash saw no one.

There was nothing and no one around.

It was eerie, quiet, and still.

“Hm,” Ash murmured and peered through the portal.

Before he could step through, Na did it and moved to the other side. A jade spear formed in her hands and spread out in both directions.

“I should be crossing over,” whispered a voice from the left. “Or you should, Chunhua.”

Looking away from Na, who was slowly turning in a circle and looking around, Ash looked towards the one who’d spoken.

It was his strategist, Hui Sheng.

Standing there in her Bride uniform, she was a beautiful woman.

Her rich, dark hair was quite long and brushed out.

Her deep, wide, dark eyes were like liquid and reflected light back at him. A frown furrowed her delicate brow.

Next to her was Chunhua, also in her Bride uniform.

The white-eyed and stunningly gorgeous sorceress looked equally annoyed.

Her long brown hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail as it often was anymore.

The uniform did a good job of hiding a figure that was equal to Mei’s in many ways.

Siu, Locke, Chunhua, Hui, Mei, and Xiuying all had a clothes-sharing club due to their similar sizes. As well as the fact that they were the ‘abnormality’ for their realm.

They were unlike the vast majority of women in the realms.

Though he was starting to suspect their clothes-sharing club had grown. Including likely Si’Sha, who had somehow increased her bust size, and Ren, who was changing to become the ‘Best Bride’ per her own Dao and wish.

“It’s empty,” Na reported, and looked back at Ash. “This is unexpected, but there is no one here. It’s a large plaza. There are many buildings. There are signs it was once teeming with people, but… there is… no one here now.”

Ash hesitated, thinking about that.

This was an opportunity.

One that could grant him a chokehold on the way in to the ‘middle realm’.

“Hui,” Ash began, then looked at his strategist. He planned on ordering her to bury the portal deep beneath the ground, defend it, and keep it protected. So that no one could cross without their permission.

“I’ll take the portal, hide it deep underground, and turn it into a fortified position,” she said, performing the Bridal salute, clearly reading his mind before he could order it.

“I can start the hole,” Chunhua offered with a quick nod of her head. “Go collect an Earthen Bridal Party, Hui. That way, we can transfer it to them quickly once I drill downward.”

Ash nodded his head at that, then moved forward.

He crossed the portal out of the ‘lower realm’ and into the ‘middle realm’.

It felt no different at all to the realm he’d just left, though he did stop to wonder if there were veils here.

Locke?

“No veils. It’s… I don’t even know what to say. This is so strange.”

“There are no veils here,” Ash reported even as he looked around.

Everything he saw looked exactly as Na had described.

A rather large complex that clearly was ready to receive individuals from the ‘lower realm’ after they’d reached a strength that would prohibit them from remaining there.

Yet no one was here.

On top of that, Ash had the distinct feeling that it’d been abandoned for a while now.

There were shoots of grass growing up between the stones. The trees nearby had shoots coming up from their base, and the bushes were clearly overgrown.

“In this realm, the cultivators who are born with low-talent, or can’t grow up to a higher level, are the citizens, yes?” Ash asked, looking to the edge of the compound. “Those born without a Dantian are normally sent to the lower realm?”

“Yes,” Jia confirmed. “I had… had a younger sister that was born without a Dantian. The Emperor’s rules forbid anyone without a Dantian from dwelling here. With… a few exceptions.

“She was sent to the low realm family branch. She was not there when I went for a visit; she had fled, and no one has seen her again.”

Bounty now up to find Jia’s younger sister.

Make it worthwhile so that she’s found.

Alive or dead.

“Done.”

Mei clicked her tongue while holding onto Ash’s arm and looked around as well.

“I imagine Ash just ordered Locke to put a bounty out to find your sister,” she murmured, then glanced at Ash. “Much in the same way that he put a bounty out to find Ying-Yue. I will wager your little sister is found in a week. One way or another.”

“I… ah… yes. I see your point,” Jia conceded with a sigh, then a laugh. “Mm. What is our first order of business then, since Hui and Chunhua will handle the portal?”

“We exit. Quietly. Act as if we belong. Go to a market, purchase some things, see if there’s anything we can find out,” Ash began. Part of him wanted to go find an information broker. That would likely require going to a brothel.

It was well known that courtesans traded their bodies, but they also heard and inferred a great deal. You didn’t go to a brothel without becoming part of the information they’d sell to someone else.

Because even in asking a question, you gave them information that could be sold to someone else.

“If that doesn’t work, a tea house would be our best bet,” Mei suggested. Which was just a more flowery way of saying ‘brothel’, but it wasn’t wrong, either.

“A tea house? My cuddly-bunny wife self doesn’t like the idea of her husband going to such a place,” murmured Tala, coming up to stand beside Mei’s left-hand side.

Her long black rabbit ears were on full display, and her dark-black hair was pulled back behind her head in short bright red ribbons. The base of each ear also had a red ribbon wound around it.

Her very pretty, delicate features were set in a full pout that didn’t match her rather brilliant abilities as a physical warrior. Her green eyes spent only a fraction of a second looking around before looking to Ash.

She stuck out her lower lip, lifted her right shoulder, and peered at him over it.

“You wouldn’t want to upset your cuddly bunny-wife, would you?” she asked in a silky soft tone. “I promise to give you anything you want, darling.”

“Tala, he must go where he must. That is likely a tea-house,” argued Moira, who joined the group on the right side of Jia. “If not a tea-house, then… an auction? I’m not sure how money works here, but do we not have a great deal of it?”

“Money is very similar but… I am afraid it is not be as easy as it was previously,” Jia began to explain. “Instead of Spirit Stones, they use Awakened Stones. The level of power is significantly greater. We will still have wealth here, but… not as we did. That and the stones themselves are different as well.”

Ash chewed at his lip and looked from Jia to Moira, who was just beyond her.

Her white and black hair was drawn back, small blue ribbons tied throughout. It’d shifted her strange coloring, but not enough to cause superstitious people to not view her askance.

Her overly large, if not giant, yellow eyes roamed over the area, then slid to Ash.

She gave him a smile, and the alien beauty that was Moira was on full display. Her wings were currently laid against her back, and she was wearing Cultivator’s robes, just as Tala and everyone else were.

“Well, let’s try the market first,” Mei said, then sniffed. Only to laugh. “We can perhaps find out if we can go to an auction. Mayhap some transference papers? I imagine they will be just as useful here as they were in the lower realm.

“If not more so? Did you not say you’ve gotten much better at the art? We could also buy cores here at the market cheaply and turn them into those papers.

“While the currency is different here, I bet there will be merchants willing to take Spirit Stones or Sheng Stones at a depreciated value. No?

“I mean, if I were a young woman of moderate wealth, I wouldn’t mind trading at two for one. And… it isn’t as if we lack resources, we just lack their particular currency.”

“That is true,” Jia agreed, looked at Mei, and smiled widely at her. Then reached over and patted Mei’s hands with her own. “My dear sister, I am blessed with you as my partner. I saw only the problem as someone from this realm. You are always helping me through my rigid thinking.”

“To be fair, dear sister,” said Mei, catching Jia’s hands in her own and holding them tight. “Your systemic and order-based thinking has helped me a great deal previously. Now, please, Jia dear, won’t you lead us? This is your homeland, not mine. I claim ignorance and a lack of awareness here. I think it’d be best if you led our group at this time.

“And… as the acting Mistress Sheng, I order it of the First Bride. Won’t you please be the Mistress Sheng during our time here so that we can benefit from your wisdom?”

Jia laughed, patted Mei’s hands, then released them and looked to Ash.

At the same time, Mei released his arm, grabbed Jia, and bodily pushed the other woman up to Ash’s side. Then she took Ash’s arm, pushed it to the side of Jia’s breast, and forcibly put Jia’s arms around his own. She nodded her head, then took up the spot on Ash’s right.

“Then… ah… we will go to the nearest market,” Jia suggested. “From there, we should be able to get more information. My own family is five or six days by coach from here. Two, if we ran as a cultivator would, or even flew.”

At the mention of flying, Ash looked up.

There were a number of people flying to and fro in the air above them. As if it weren’t that big a deal to have people moving about through the air above a city.

This is a truly new realm. They are all at the later stages of the Mortal realm, or external Qi users like Chunhua.

“Chunhua already put up a shield that bends light away from the portal. She and Rou discovered that light was what allowed something to be seen and has been experimenting. Those educational books we’ve been handing out have been quite helpful.

“That and the Outworlder Brides are quick to assist, help, or explain. Information is spreading quickly.

“Speaking of Outworlders… your Divine Brides have put in a formal request for you to come see them at their new building. It was… erected in the valley where you found the ring. They took it over completely after negotiations with Siu. They’ve fortified it, turned it into their own place, and wish you to visit.”

Well, that’s interesting.

Before he could consider exactly what he was doing, Ash turned his interest and his awareness inward. Toward his middle Dantian and what it held.

Which was now the Sheng Plane.

It housed the Hall itself, the Bridal Manse, the Knights’ Castle, the Prison that was empty at this time, the Garden between the Manse and the Castle, and the Arena where duels were performed.

He did notice something new, though.

The last time he’d looked here, the golden pillar had been missing. The pillar was his Dao and had been interspersed with the statues of everyone inside it or just outside it.

At the dead center of the plane was the golden pillar. It was massive and reached up toward the sky.

Toward the upper Dantian that was slowly forming in the distant heights above.

Yet no sooner than his awareness touched the middle Dantian than he felt everyone in the plane gain an awareness of him.

As everyone seemed to realize he was watching, he made sure not to reach out and grab the fresh Brides who were around the dao-pillar. They had clearly only recently pledged but didn’t yet have Bonds of Sheng connecting them to the whole.

Surprisingly, everyone had turned to look at the Dao pillar. As if that were the source of his awareness and where they knew he was.

“Lord Sheng!” called out more than a few voices. Followed by the entirety of the plane.

I’m no longer mortal.

This is my deity plane. It’s fully formed into what it would and will be, but even then… it’s still expanding. Ever larger.

As he looked outward, he saw that there were more buildings than he’d seen previously. He wasn’t sure how they were formed or placed here, but they were here.

Then, shockingly, he watched as a group of Knights trooped out of the Castle, cross over from that to the Garden, then to the Hall. All without ever shifting in or out of the space.

They were all connected now.

“I hear you,” Ash offered to the plane, then retreated.

“Thank you for not sending those poor women into their black day. They’re not ready for it.”

Yet as he moved his consciousness away, he felt a bonfire of attention being flung at him from something in his plane. Looking back, he saw a rather large building at the outskirts of the plane.

It stood in a strange contrast to all the other buildings around, in the same way the Castle did. It didn’t quite belong and seemed ‘out of time’ to Ash.

Looking at it, he felt an eager and immediate response. The bonfire of attention now became a conflagration comparable to a forest fire.

The building looked akin to a large, fortified feudal monastery. Large walls, fortified gates, watch towers, murder-holes, and a great many bell towers spread throughout it.

In looking at it, Ash realized it was his Divine Brides. A group of women he’d accidentally torn into the fullness of the cultivator life too early. Though somehow, they’d all become extremely talented in the doing of it.

“We have adepts for you to bless, Lord Sheng!” called a voice Ash didn’t recognize. “Your Divine Bridal Lord calls upon you for your blessing!”

Uh.

“Yeah… that’s… yes. They do not consider themselves part of the Bridal hierarchy. They serve as priestesses to you. They’re all versed in the medical arts, logistics, infrastructure, education, and child-rearing. You named them Divine Brides; they took that as permission to form their own faction. They’ve done so.

“They listen to Hui and Na primarily. They do listen to Siu if she frames the request as a way to benefit you.

“They recruit people differently than we do, but they bind them to you in nearly the same way.

“I was against it, until I saw how much Qi they throw your way.

“Because it isn’t just Qi, it’s also… faith, I think. Faith in your divine being.”

He had a good idea what this ‘blessing’ was, given how their order had been founded.

Ash had grabbed at them and flooded them with absolute pure Qi, sending them spiraling and screaming to a point no brand-new Cultivator should arrive at.

He saw that the courtyard of their monastery—which he suspected was in the valley he used to hide in near his home—held a few hundred young women.

Their uniforms were all bright red with white accents. Yet it was the same general uniform as that of the Brides themselves.

Should I expect the Knights to come up with Warrior-Priests at some point?

Or is it already happening, and I’m asking a bit too late?

“The… they’re at… they’re at the Ice-Lake of the Knights. They’re Warrior-Priests, but they didn’t want to leave the Knighthood. Different uniforms, however, and different roles. They’re still constructing their building, but I’ve already taken one of the module artifacts you made and have been starting to work it over to accommodate them.”

Yes… this is what I need to do to become Lord Sheng in truth.

Fine.

Reaching out, Ash greedily grasped at all the ‘adepts’ that the Divine Bride had asked him to ‘bless’.

Grasped at them and flooded them with enough pure Qi from him directly that it’d match what he’d done to the original group. Something that would likely kill them or shatter their previous lives completely.

One and all, they collapsed.

He didn’t sense any of them dying, but he did note that around twenty had their Dantians shatter completely.

They would never cultivate again.

“Ah, we’ll… patch them up. They won’t die.

“Knowing what I know of Sisui, she’ll immediately take in those whose Dantians were broken and make them her assistants. They’ll serve in ways that’ll benefit their group, just not in the original plan.

“Don’t worry over it. Though that’s a much better success rate than making Knights!”

Ash knew that name.

Sisui.

She was a woman he had done nearly the same thing to. One who’d had her statue appear at the bottom of the Dao pillar, trying to hold Locke and the pillar as a whole up on her own back.

It all made more sense now.

Even knowing that, Ash grimaced and released the adepts he’d taken to hand.

“Our thanks, Lord Sheng. Our prayers, Lord Sheng. Our lives, Lord Sheng,” called out the same voice as last time. It sounded firmer this time.

Stronger.

“Continue, my Divine Bridal Lord, Sisui. You have my thanks and care,” he instructed, then left the plane. In using her name and invoking a title she’d been using but hadn’t yet been reinforced by him, he felt it when her faith in him grew exponentially.

A fierce and jubilant response came from her that was wordless yet all-encompassing.

He accepted it without misgivings.

Because realistically, he would need ever larger momentum if he were to take hold of the fullness of the realms. That meant more people.

More losses.

It was his duty to minimize those losses while shouldering the dead.

He was Lord Sheng.


Two

Ash felt on edge.

In this market, there were a number of people in the Mortal realm of refining. A great many of them were Awakened Mortals who were stuck at the bottleneck into the Sovereign Immortal rank.

Mei and Jia were in the latter stages of the Awakened Mortal realm, and Na was at the bottleneck.

Tala and Moira were at the starting phase of the Awakened Mortal.

What was around them right now were people who could cause problems if they wanted to.

This was an entirely new realm of danger for the Sheng.

“Such strength,” Mei murmured from Ash’s right. “I can’t wait to start recruiting Brides and then spar with them. This’ll grant us so much more strength. There are a great many people here with abilities we’ve never seen before, I imagine.”

“We should try to find young women in the clans who are second or third daughters, who are unwed,” Jia agreed excitedly. “They would be the most likely to have underutilized talent that we can immediately inflate and then empower.”

Moving slowly through the crowd at the market, Ash and company were making their way to the deeper parts of it. As they moved, Ash saw a great number of items that he’d seen in the capital of the lower realm’s cultivators.

Additionally, there were a great number of items that he’d seen in the lower realm that seemed to be sold here as curiosities. Some of them were quite morbid curiosities.

Such as body parts.

Ash noted there was a vendor who sold trinkets and things claimed to have come from special individuals in the lower realm. A number of things that supposedly belonged to the Langye royal family.

No one stopped to really look things over, which left him feeling as if either one, everyone knew it was fake, or two, no one had an interest in the realm.

“I fear we will learn nothing by listening,” Jia remarked as they brushed past another set of booths.

“Yes, it does seem to be that we’re at an impasse. I… do… do we ask Xiuying if she would like to join us?” suggested Mei.

“She’s currently helping Eira. She said earlier she’d be doing that all day.”

“Locke says Xiu’s busy,” Ash relayed. “It’s… fine. Let’s just go to a tea house after we buy some things. I just need to find someone who’s willing to make an exchange here, first.”

Ash’s first thought was the lower realm curio trader.

In his original world, before becoming the Chosen One, Ash had met more than a few people who collected currency. It was entirely possible that the curio collector would be willing to buy Spirit Stones, if only to sell them.

Ash gently tugged on Jia’s arm and pulled her around toward the curio dealer.

He was an older man, perhaps in his late forties, and seemed to be bored and angry. A rather ugly combination for someone trying to sell goods to the casual passerby.

“Greetings, friend,” Ash murmured and then sighed. Presenting the man with a frown. Given how the man was presenting himself, he was likely the type who saw the opposing side as a true enemy. That to take them for a ride was his goal in life. Ash needed to get to that point early. “I was… waiting… for friends to come through from the lower realm, but with everything that’s going on, it seems that isn’t going to happen.

“Would you happen to know anything, given your merchandise? Are there any ways open right now? I’d be willing to pay for an actual answer. One that could help me? Mind you, if it doesn’t help… I’d come back to talk to you.”

The man’s nostrils flared, and he stared at Ash; then he waved a hand at him. As if it wasn’t worth his time.

“My channel is secret and my merchandise legit,” he growled in an offhanded way. “Can’t help you.”

“Alright,” Ash murmured. “Have you heard anything about the travel point at all? I’d pay for that information as well.”

“No,” harrumphed the man.

“Then… I suppose… I have no choice but to sell things. I have some objects from the lower realm that came with me when I transferred. I think I was one of the last to come over, but… well… I was waiting for friends. I guess that plan is out.”

The man had a gleeful and greedy look on his face at Ash’s words. It had been exactly what he’d wanted to hear, and it was obvious.

Slowly, with a false hesitance, Ash began laying low-end cultivating artifacts and relics onto the man’s table. Things that would legitimately have come over with someone.

Low-end items that weren’t much for Ash and didn’t have any real worth to him anymore. The Sheng could create better and churn it out with relative ease.

This man was likely to pay better prices than anyone else, as his entire market was these items.

As Ash laid things out, the man’s eyes had moved to Jia, Mei, Tala, and Moira, then back to Ash. There was something else in his eyes, but it didn’t seem to be aggressive or problematic.

Almost something simpler and easier to understand.

Desire.

Which Ash couldn’t blame him for, so long as he didn’t do anything untoward, stare, or make comments. He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t just carve someone’s eyes out for looking at his people.

“This is… this is what I’m willing to sell right now,” Ash mumbled. “I also have some Spirit Stones if you’re willing to buy them for collectors.”

The man’s eyebrows went up at the last. As if he’d never considered selling Spirit Stones. Then he shrugged.

“Alright… well… for everything here, I’ll give you ten Awakened,” he muttered and threw a hand out at the refuse Ash had put up. Honestly, any price was better than what Ash had because to him, it was trash. “And for the Spirit Stones, I could buy a hundred of them. I’ll pay you ten Awakened for that. A total of twenty.”

Blowing out a breath, Ash looked pained and hesitated. He stared at everything as if he couldn’t just bring himself to do it at that price.

“Twenty-two,” corrected the man. Ash got the feeling that this was as high as he would go.

“Okay. Twenty-two,” agreed Ash. “But-but can you tell me where the closest tea house is? As well as the auction house?”

“Sure, sure, not a problem. I can do that,” the man replied with greed clear in his tone.

***

Walking up to the tea-house, Ash had only Jia with him. Mei, Tala, and Moira remained in the market. Because while they hadn’t found out much personally, Locke was actively listening to every conversation going on around those three.

As well as likely stealing anything of use to them that no one would miss. Things that might be classified as stealing, but only in the details. She’d take things that were in the trash, thrown out, or lost to the point of people not finding them.

To that end, they needed a group moving about the market to gather information, as well as a group to get direct information.

“I dislike taking you here,” admitted Jia. “There will be many prettier women than I.”

“I dunno, Jia,” Ash said and looked at her with a smile. “There are prettier women in the Sheng already. Doesn’t seem to have changed much. Has it?”

Jia wrinkled her nose, stared at him for several seconds, then shook her head. She pulled his arm closer to her chest, and her fingers tightened on him.

Rather than respond, she merely opened the tea-house door for him and then moved in after him by a small half-step. As if Ash were leading her along, and she was more than willing to abide by his wishes.

They weren’t the Sheng here.

He wasn’t Lord Sheng at this moment.

The momentum here in this realm was minor for them.

Because, as Ash had realized, there could be multiple facets of momentum that all added up to a greater whole. Where even a part of the whole was moving very slowly, or even failing, yet the whole of it was still ramping up.

“Ah, yes, hello, and welcome to the Jade Spring Teahouse,” offered a young woman with a bow of her head to Ash. “How may I help you today?”

Ash had been thinking about this.

Realistically, he’d have to trade items for information or spend a large amount of Spirit Stones. On top of that, he’d have to claim to be a backed heir from the lower realm to make either happen.

The only other option was to offer up information from the lower realm, from what he knew, as information for trade. He could claim he’d been the last one through, and there’d been no one in the exit.

All of which would be true.

“I seek information and can trade some information,” Ash offered. “Realistically, I don’t know the value of my information, or the value of the information I seek. I ask for your… benevolence in assisting me. I would consider this a debt owed if I can be assisted.”

“There are two cultivators to the left in the wall. And one above. They’re all Awakened Mortals. You could likely win, but this would be challenging. I also can’t guarantee Jia would survive.”

Great.

Can always hide in the Hall if need be.

“This is the realm we must struggle in now. This isn’t even our final realm. This is our path. Also, I’m so very pregnant. Oopsie doo? Tee hee?”

Locke, this is very much not the ti—

“I think I can help you,” the woman said with a smile after a long delay. As if she’d been speaking with someone through Qi whispers. A communication technique Ash didn’t know yet, but knew of. It was something that required an awareness of Qi, its flow, and who you were sending it to.

It wasn’t something that the Hall had, which meant it might’ve been discovered after the end.

“Please, follow me. I have a buyer who can also sell,” she murmured, gestured a hand to a side door, and waited.

Realizing there wasn’t another option, because they really did need the information, Ash dipped his head partially to the woman and then moved in the direction she’d indicated.

Through a doorway and into a hall, Ash glanced back to see that the woman was following with a smile. There were no doors other than at the end of the hallway.

Without much else to do, Ash walked to the door, then hesitated, looking to the woman.

“Please, enter,” she insisted and gestured at the door.

Not liking this situation but not having much of another choice, Ash lightly turned the handle on the door and then pushed on it. It opened and swung inward.

Beyond the door was a room with a table and a number of chairs. Sitting at the table was a woman, eating delicately from a plate of what looked like rice balls.

All of Ash’s expectations went right out the window the moment he saw her.

In his mind, he was expecting someone who combined Ren’s looks with Siu’s grace and Hui’s mind.

What he got was a middle-aged auntie who looked deeply annoyed he’d shown up. With slightly frazzled black hair, brown eyes, an overly rotund build, skin that was starting to lend itself to sagging, and a sour rictus for a mouth.

Her eyes picked him over quickly, then went to Jia and did the same.

She gestured at the seats at the table.

“Sit. I hear you have information to buy and to sell. Talk. I’ll judge and pay you fairly,” stated the woman. She was apparently deeply confident that this would happen. Ash glanced around and leaned ever so gently into his Dao.

Nothing overt, but enough to get a feel for the situation. Because right now, he needed more information. He didn’t need Locke to tell him that there were cultivators standing around in hidden walls or the ceiling itself.

Jia beat him to the seat and pulled one out for him, and slightly stood to the side.

Apparently, she was taking the ‘personal woman’ disguise head-on right now.

As Ash sat down, he got the first response from his Dao.

This woman and the cultivators lurking nearby weren’t moving with his momentum. They weren’t directly opposed to him at this moment, but they were most certainly not here to help him.

“First, I need information about this realm. Current situation, what happened with the portal, why it’s deserted, and realistically, what the Emperor is doing,” Ash said, and then met the eyes of the woman. Jia seated herself beside him, settled herself quietly, and then looked at the woman. “Where he is right now would be good, too.”

Ash was pushing at the possible angle that he was an agent of the Emperor and had been out of contact. It’s why he added about his inquiry for the Emperor as well. He was giving information at the same time he was requesting it.

The auntie blinked at him, her mouth curling in a sneer, even as her brows twitched.

“That’s not exactly expensive information. Well, depending on the version you want,” she stated with a shrug.

“I’m happy with the common version of events for now,” Ash admitted. “Though I’d prefer it if it was somewhat true. We can work our way upward with the price depending on what I hear.”

The woman stared at him while plucking up a rice ball and pushing it into her mouth. She chewed quietly, not speaking, clearly thinking. Her eyes moved from Ash to Jia, then back.

Swallowing, she made a bothered face, then leaned back in her seat.

“Tell me what you’re selling first,” she countered and waved a hand at him. “For all I know, the information you bring is something I can’t pay for.”

This was the point at which he needed to be careful. To thread the truth, with his information, so that people would take him seriously, and not just try to… kill him.

Because this wasn’t a Sheng realm. This was a realm that still operated on the previous belief of, ‘fuck you, I got mine.’

“The lower realm has been… attacked repeatedly. The royal family in the lower realm was nearly exterminated by a cult called ‘Demonic Cultivators’. Most recently, it was invaded by barbarians, and the Langye king has called out to the Emperor; there’s been no response. The Realm Lord called out to the Emperor. There was no response,” Ash began. “The barbarians were being assisted and supplied with soldiers by the Demonic Cultivators.

“Hundreds of thousands of citizens have been displaced or killed by those barbarians, and at least four cities have been destroyed during the invasion. Sacked and razed. Tens of thousands of barbarians are invading and becoming settlers.

“Additionally, the prison realm has been overthrown. The guards are all gone or dead, the prisoners run the prison completely, and they’ve broken out of it. They were looking for a way to get out of the prison and back to the kingdoms.

“The Emperor knows none of this at this time, and I must tell him. That is the information I’m selling you. I was the last one out of the portal. When I arrived, there was no one on this side of the portal. I waited for some time, but no one arrived. I’ve kept to the sides, hoping that someone would show up as I was promised.”

Ash finished speaking, held up his hands, and looked at the auntie.

She stared at him.

Unmoving, unblinking, unspeaking.

Staring at him as if she had no idea what to do.

Ash noted that the momentum she and her people had put out had shifted. It was no longer moving in the opposite way from him, but was now moving ever so slowly in his direction.

They weren’t with him, but they weren’t against him any longer.

That was honestly as best as he could hope for, given the situation. They were starting from nothing, and he needed a point that he could work with.

“The Emperor pulled back,” began the woman. “He’s put the realm under… siege. He’s locked it down from both portal ends, and there’s no way out right now.

“The realm is quickly being forced to become self-sufficient. All the guards and his people pulled out. There’s nobody in the realm left that’s from the Emperor’s forces, except for some key people left behind to likely monitor the situation.”

Ash was shocked by that information.

He had genuinely thought he’d have to worry about the Emperor swinging in and causing him problems. If the Emperor had sealed the realm off, it meant Ash could easily take control of this realm.

So long as he could subjugate everyone in the realm, break the clans, and enforce his will on them, there likely wouldn’t be anyone to stop him.

“Wonderful,” Ash grumped, looked away, then back to the auntie. “Nearest auction house?”

“There isn’t one. The Emperor closed it and took everything,” admitted the woman. “A new one hasn’t been established yet because the clans and families are fighting each other for the rights of opening one.”

Ash blinked several times, then looked at the table.

“How much will you pay me for what I told you, since it seems I’ll need to find a new form of living?” Ash asked, then looked to her.

“Not enough,” she admitted.

“Will you exchange Spirit Stones for Awakened Stones?” he asked instead. “I have a large number of them for my operations in the lower realm, but very few Awakened Stones.”

The woman pursed her lips, then blew out through her nose.

“I’ll trade for some of them, yes,” she confirmed. “We can bicker back and forth over the numbers. Here… enjoy a meal and a drink on me. I need to go see how many I’m allowed to purchase, as well as let some people know what you told me. It’s information I need to make people aware of immediately.”

Which is fine. If they know the Emperor is having issues in every realm, it’s likely that the Clan families will turn on one another and move to outright warfare.

They could consider the possibility of becoming the Emperor of this realm by virtue of being the strongest there is.

“Exactly. I agree, Darling. Also, I sent Chu and Hui, as well as a Bridal party, to secure the other portal. I told them to bury it and fortify it just as they did the other one. Though we should probably bury this one face down so anyone who tries to step through just sees a wall of dirt.”

Maybe have it open out into the water world?

Anyway… thanks, my pretty little Locke Sheng.

Still going to punish you for dropping the pregnancy thing out of nowhere on me.

Is it just you and Xiu right now?

“And Eira.”

I… yeah, Eira, too.

“So far, yes.”

So far.

Right.

Anything I need to know about the area around me?

“No, but she’s panicking. She’s talking to her boss, I think about what you told her. This’ll set the realm on fire.”

“I think,” Jia began, speaking in English. “That we will need to go see my family sooner rather than later. I do not think for a moment that they do not have an active bounty out for my capture. I am sure they do. Sure of it, and likely these information brokers will discover it, or already know of it. They did send my brother after all.”

“Right,” Ash agreed and leaned back in his seat. He was also speaking in English. “Right. Your family first, then, while figuring out a place to set up camp. I was thinking about… maybe starting a Sect? Could be the right way to go about this.”

“I would… I would very much like to open a sect. Preferably in my home city. It is called Anyi. It is very large. Larger than anything you have seen so far. With plenty of room for Sects to put down roots at the fringes of the city. Or the lands beyond it.”

“Then… the Sheng Sect will come forth once more,” Ash stated and felt the finality of that statement. The fate of it.

The momentum it rang out with.

“Remember this moment,” Ash murmured to himself, for himself.

“I will indeed remember this moment. The moment my husband has decided to claim another realm,” Jia said in English, then smiled at him. “I remember all of our moments… Ashley.”


Three

Ash rubbed a hand at his brow and then shook his head.

They’d arrived in Anyi this morning after a long and slow trek this way.

One of the reasons they hadn’t been pushing themselves was that, honestly, they weren’t in a rush.

There was no reason to push themselves too hard right now.

The Emperor was absent, the realm would likely find out just how absent soon, and right now, Ash and his people were still recovering from the Emissary, Eira’s countrymen—who pushed for war—and even the modern world.

There were a great many recovery pain points, and there wasn’t a need to rush right into a new one.

“Sisui has requested you visit again,” Locke reported, sounding rather displeased.

Looking away from the long line to meet the City Lord and to Locke instead, Ash was grateful for the better view. Though not the news.

Despite the fact that Locke had taken the body of a dead woman and fashioned it into the form she wished, there was no denying it was now Locke’s body. She’d spent a lot of time in it, forcefully adhering her presence, her sense of self, her very soul, into the physical frame.

It’d started with great looks, but Locke had polished it to a point where she rivaled Ren and Siu.

Additionally, her very well-endowed figure, narrow waist, wide hips, and delicate brown hair gave her a feeling of ethereal ‘perfection’ to Ash. Even if the rest of the realm didn’t quite like the ‘heavy up-top’ type of woman that Ash did, Locke was nearly his ideal.

It didn’t hurt that much like Ren, Hui, and Siu, she was a bit more ‘mature’ at times. Ash couldn’t deny he had a bit of a thing for them in that regard. Mei herself had been leaning into that as of late as well.

Her perfectly green eyes, glittering like crystals, were watching him.

No sooner had his feelings shown up from looking at her than he felt her echoing feelings return to him through their shared bond, as well as through the Hall.

“It’s fine… she and I have stated our positions, and we understand each other now,” Locke murmured and waved a hand back and forth in front of herself as if it were nothing.

“She’s the Divine Bridal Lord, I’m a Bridal Commander. Siu and I are at the top of the Bridal hierarchy, and we have general oversight of Sisui’s branch. She technically doesn’t report to us; she reports to you, but… if we give her a command, she’s now required to listen, so long as it doesn’t go against their own directives.”

“Is that a good thing? It sounds like you just had the Air Force show up and demand you turn over all your aircraft to them,” Ash offered with a grin, and the line shifted forward. He, Locke, Mei, Jia, Na, and Siu all shifted forward.

Siu reached out and gently prodded at Ash’s hip with her fan, and he felt the sexual tension that’d been building get pulled clean out of him.

Given that they couldn’t dress in their Bride uniforms, much to all of their annoyance, they were all in simple martial artist’s robes.

Which didn’t do much for anyone at all, though somehow, Siu still managed to be somewhat of a sex icon even with that. Her black hair was in a loose style behind her, and it fluttered lightly with the passing of anyone nearby, or even a breeze.

The pink bubble of her Qi and Dao that surrounded her always encompassed him and him alone if she could manage it. This was one of those times when he was being included in it.

Her dark-brown eyes were watching everything and anything around them. Though as he watched her, she raised up one of her fans, unfurled it, and covered the bottom part of her eerily pretty face.

Yet even then, he could tell she was smiling. Aware of his attention on her.

Ever the beauty with a mature woman’s grace added to a great deal of mystery and mirth.

Ash had a hard time with Siu. Almost as hard a time as he did with Xiuying, who, as of yet, wished to remain apart from Ash. He didn’t know why, but he would trust it to her. She always did what she felt was best in all things, for all of them.

“It’s a good thing,” Siu stated. “I tend to drag Hui along with me if I need to speak with Sisui. It’s now apparent to her that I speak for Hui and Na when I come to her, and that I always aim for your betterment, dear Husband.”

Once again, the line moved up.

“I’m having fun,” Mei reported suddenly, then laughed, pushing up against Ash’s side. She grabbed his arm, pulled it around her shoulders, and plopped his hand right atop her breast. “I’m with my husband, my friends, and my sisters. Even as we face danger and clamber upward. This… this is the ideal Cultivator life.”

“Yes,” Jia said with wide-eyed, absolute conviction.

Locke and Na were both eagerly nodding their heads.

Siu slowly dipped her head after a long pause.

“It was hard to get here,” Siu began cautiously, her words sounding hard to speak. “But… it was worth being here at this time. My aunt is marrying Master Gen tomorrow. Apparently, the fact that she asked him to marry her before he became the Realm Lord really settled things for him.

“I… think… I’ll have a niece or nephew in a year. There will be two different bloodlines from my family in the Sheng. I find that quite pleasing.

“Though I do find it horribly embarrassing when I remember my aunt throwing me headfirst into Ash’s bed. Just about selling me to him.”

Ash couldn’t deny that regardless of how beautiful Siu became, or how she carried herself, he would always see the shy young woman who had been placed in front of him like a sacrifice.

Even now, he wanted to protect her.

“Oh me, oh my… stop it, darling,” Siu whispered, what he could see of her face over the fan turning a deep, dark red color. She reached out with her free hand and prodded at him with her second fan.

“Is he thinking about you being dropped in front of him like a wounded princess to protect?” Mei asked with a laugh, as the line slipped forward again.

“He is,” Locke confirmed.

Siu clicked her tongue loudly, the corners of her eyes scrunching up as she glared at Locke and Mei both.

“I’ll have you kno—”

“The City Lord has seen enough citizens and under-Awakened-ranked visitors. You may all leave the line,” announced a rather thin-looking man at the door.

“What?” Jia asked quietly.

Almost the entirety of the line turned away from the manse and left. There was nobody in front of Ash at all.

“Well then,” Ash whispered and then moved straight up to the front of the line and met the thin man’s face. “I meet your requirements. I am here to petition the City Lord.”

The thin man’s eyebrows rose up slowly. Watching Ash like an unexpected bug appearing on the tabletop.

“I see,” the man said as if he were trying to keep the words from coming out. “Follow me, please. The City Lord will, of course, see an Awakened.

“Please be on your best behavior, City Lord Ping has been dealing with far too much lately.”

Ash nodded and looked to his group.

Siu, Mei, and Locke had already moved away from the line with one another.

Jia and Na had decided to remain with Ash and to enter the large mansion with him.

No sooner than they’d entered, then Ash had the feeling that this man was strange. He had a great deal of wealth on display, but it was also wealth that had a bent to it.

A martial artist bent.

Arms, armor, materials, and artwork. Except that the artwork was entirely about cultivation and cultivators.

Is that my in?

Or… is it something I shouldn’t mention?

Was this decorated by someone else, or are they trophies of people he’s broken?

I can’t tell.

Ash blinked upon the realization that he’d been brought into a large open room with several tables and a multitude of chairs. Sitting at one of the tables was a man who looked to be in his middle age. Lanky brown hair and washed-out features with hard-set brown eyes were what greeted Ash.

There was no smile, no grimace. No joy, no loss.

Just a flat look that had the appearance of a very tired man.

“Yes?” asked the man in a very no-nonsense manner. “Actually, who are you? I don’t know you. I know all the Awakened in my city.”

Ash smiled, took a seat, and adjusted his clothes. Jia and Mei had both drilled it into him that he shouldn’t be pulling seats out for women. It would be a show of them being stronger than him.

Deference and face.

Jia and Na took up the seats on either side of him.

“My name is Ash Sheng. I’m the head of my family in this realm,” he said and dipped his head to the City Lord. Technically, the man hadn’t given Ash his name. “I was the first to be sent to this realm to prepare the way for the rest, but as you know, the portal is no longer operable. My task remains the same even though they are not joining me.

“I would ask your permission to set up a sect on the outskirts of Anyi. I would be looking to purchase three-thousand mu, give or take. I’m afraid my family sent me ahead with Spirit Stones as well as a different type of Stone, but no Awakened Stones.”

Ash pulled out a Sheng Stone and a Spirit Stone, setting both down on the table.

“I know the conversion rate for Spirit Stones is low, but I have a large number of them,” Ash finished and then sighed. “That was the extent of the reason I wished to see you today, City Lord.”

“I have questions,” the man said after he reached out and picked up the Spirit Stone and the Sheng Stone. He paused while holding the Sheng Stone. Bouncing it in his palm twice, he set it down, then picked up the Spirit Stone.

Only to immediately set it down and pick up the Sheng Stone.

“First, what is this?” he asked, holding up the Sheng Stone.

“New form of currency in the lower realm. More power than the Spirit Stone. It’s pure and has no attachment,” Ash explained.

The City Lord grunted at that and flicked the stone to the table.

“Spirit Stones aren’t worth anything. Sorry. With the lower realm closed as well as the upper realm, everyone’s moving toward Awakened Stones or Immortal Stones. Good or ill,” he stated. “The amount of land you’re requesting is expensive. Easily twenty-thousand Awakened Stones.”

“I have a very large quantity of Spirit Stones,” Ash began. “As well as that new currency. Happy to pay them to you at a bad rate on my part.

“Establishing this sect is something I absolutely must do. I know the exchange rate was already bad for Spirit Stones but I’d be more than happy to go beyond that if you’re willing to take the currency.

“There are young Cultivators who could use Spirit Stones of that denomination, right? It’s not like you can break an Awakened Stone apart.”

The City Lord was already shaking his head.

He picked up the Sheng Stone and tapped it against his palm.

“No Spirit Stones,” he said firmly. “But we can make a deal in these. I would accept these. They’re relatively close to the Awakened Stones and I could hand them out as personal gifts. A novelty.

“Give me thirty thousand of them and I’ll consider the deal complete. You may have your land.”

Ripping me off isn’t he?

“Badly. He’s not just giving you a hair-cut but scalping you.

“Except… except everywhere I listened in the market, here, and elsewhere, Spirit Stones aren’t wanted. They take up space, offer little, and generally aren’t worth accepting. If you remember, it took you a while to convert stones to Qi. It’s very inefficient at that amount.

“Some people were trading them in small quantities but nothing large. Nothing anywhere near the value we’re talking about for the land.”

“Deal,” Ash muttered, shook his head, and then sighed. “That’s all you need from me? No other questions?”

“No,” the man said without much care. He didn’t seem interested in Ash opening a sect at all. In fact, he seemed almost bored with Ash now that the deal had been worked out. “You’ll just need to pick the land you want.”

The man lifted a hand and snapped his fingers twice in rapid succession.

A young woman came out from a doorway and came over to the City Lord.

“City map,” the man said and patted the young woman on the rear end. He shifted around in his seat as she scurried off, unbothered by the man’s wandering hand on her.

“I… it could be fun if you patted me like that and dismissed me? I think it could be fun? Maybe? I suddenly have a yearning itch to be treated badly by you and you alone?”

Really, dear?

Really?

“I mean, come on, Darling, I’ve had you do worse to me? Tee hee? Punish me if you don’t like it. But I’d like that anyway.”

The young woman returned almost immediately and began unrolling a rather large sheet of animal skin out on the table. It was easily six foot by three foot and took up most of the wood’s surface.

“The areas that are available for sale that fit your needs are… here,” the City Lord said and stood up. He gestured at the map, then again, and again. There were three choices.

Ash didn’t really care about where the sect went as it would mostly be a point of control and logistics for them. It was also why he wanted something on the outskirts. It would be easier for him to hide things outside of the city center.

“Why are the Foothills of Xi Cao for sale?” Jia asked and indicated a point. “I heard the name from a friend who visited several years ago. They said it had the most beautiful scenic views. That the Luo family would never give them up.”

“Dispute with their neighbor. The Nie family,” the City Lord answered and looked deeply troubled. As if he were thinking about something related, yet unrelated. “Even the Huzhi family got involved. I took the land at the end of the day, as well as the disputed areas from the other two families, and consolidated it.

“I’ll sell the entirety of the Foothills and the bits I took away to you for sixty-thousand of those stones of yours.”

He wants us to take the heat of owning the land off his hands. Because as a City Lord, his backing is now entirely at the leisure of the families. The Emperor won’t be arriving to back him up.

Though the Realm Lord might arrive. We haven’t heard anything about him at all.

I could be reading this wrong.

“I don’t think you are. I think he wants to pass the buck on the family problems and let us deal with it. There could very well still be a Realm Lord that’s keeping the City Lord safe, but there’s no way to tell without waiting to see what happens.”

In other words… rather than test it, he’s going to pass off the hot potato and make money off us.

And for us, we get the land, a great deal of land, and can set ourselves up as a very large sect.

“That’s about the gist of it.”

Well, after we kick a few families into the dirt when they try to tell us to give them the land back. Which I’m sure they will.

What was Jia’s surname, by the way? I never asked.

“Fu. It’s Fu. You… didn’t know? Oh my gosh, you didn’t know. You’ve lain with her in bed that many times and didn’t know her surname? After all the things you’ve done to her and with her and you—”

Her surname is Sheng.

“I-you-that-hm. Yes. A valid point.”

“We will take the Foothills of Xi Cao,” Jia stated with a nod of her head.

“Your price is fine,” Ash added. “Though we’d ask you to please transfer the appropriate documents at the same time we make the purchase. If possible, please include which lands belonged to whom originally. It’s likely those families involved will come to trouble us.”

The City Lord blinked once, then a cold smile slid over his face.

“Of course,” he answered, clearly understanding in this moment that Ash was well aware of what the City Lord was doing. What he was doing, but still wanted the land. “That won’t be a problem.”

***

Ash looked out at the odd plains in front of him.

All around him.

They were in the newly purchased land.

It’d been called foothills by name, but those were very small. Small and not much more than barely noticeable mounds.

This was more akin to a plain with a lot of rocky outcroppings and trees. There were also more than a few small streams moving around here and there.

“Well,” began Ash, then sighed. “This’ll be the starting point for the Sheng here in this realm. I suppose I should start building out the structure.

“Locke, would you be a dear heart and bring out all those architects? They’ve been working on the new sect design for a while, right?”

“They sure have,” replied Locke as she appeared in front of him. “They were told to build an education center that doubles as a fortress against air-attacks and land-attacks. I told them to assume similar things to tanks and bombs from the forties. It’s a good starting point.

“You can add all the carvings, foundational scrivenings, and transference defenses once they’ve got it all up with the help of the Earth Brides. I think we’ll have it mostly done by tomorrow night. Finished two days after that. There’s a lot of internal bits that we need to build in for defenses and safety, too.”

Ash thought about that, then snorted.

“It’s going to look like a star-fort isn’t it,” he guessed. “A star-fort up top with an entire military installation below ground.”

“Yep!” Locke agreed and then laughed, waving a hand at him. “Because realistically speaking, your reinforcements, using updated materials, and an endless supply of Brides wanting to protect their husband with shields, a star-fort would work out quite well and give us a very large surface area for the sect.

“Then we just build formations all across our land below the surface and hide them.

“Directly beneath our sect, we’ll have honeycombed tunnels and rooms. With lots of silly defenses, too.

“Will it stop a determined attacker from getting at us? No. Will it give us more than enough time, whichever approach they take, so we can respond? Yes! And then some.”

“And if it’s a massed citizen army… they’ll get flattened because you probably purchased machine guns and have told the architects to put in emplacements,” Ash finished. He had talked out a lot of this previously with her, but he had guessed at her doing ever more.

“Si’Sha may have successfully talked Joseon into giving us artillery pieces and machine guns in exchange for authorized video footage of the Kingdoms,” confirmed Locke with a laugh and a wave of her hand. “Liu and a few others will be wearing cameras to film things.”

“Uh huh. When does the reality show start for the Outworlder Brides? I don’t have a doubt in my mind that they’ll be doing reality TV shows or segments, hell, maybe even streaming, since half of their world swore obedience to me.”

“Definitely happening. All the Realm Lords are going to stream, too,” Locke agreed excitedly. “Ren’s puppet making will be one of the streams. People figured it out after the fact that she was a Bride but they wanted more of her. Si’Sha is doing fitness. Liu decided she wanted to do guided meditation.”

“You didn’t mention Eira,” Ash pointed out.

“Yes. Because… I think… her form of power might work on that realm,” confessed Locke. “So we need to make sure Eira and her people don’t get recognized. It’d likely be problematic if they figured out how to combat us in that way.

“I’m taking extreme measures to separate Eira and her people from that realm. Lots of degrees of separation.”

“Oh, shit. That’s a surprise,” muttered Ash and looked over.

Mei and Jia were eagerly talking to Siu and Moira. It was obvious they were very excited to form a sect.

“A carrier came and took all of our outgoing letters at the same time,” Locke offered suddenly. “Every invitation went out together so no one should feel slighted. All families will receive one as we discussed and in the same delivery batch.”

“That’s good,” Ash allowed with a small nod of his head. “Did we invite the Realm Lord’s Cultivator and the City Lord as well? Every Sect head in Anyi, too?”

“Yes, those were all sent. As well as… well… Jia sent a letter to her family,” Locke deadpanned.

“It seems I’ll be meeting the in-laws sooner rather than later. Come on, Locke, let’s go plan our family’s new home,” responded Ash. Then he walked over to join Jia, Mei, Siu, and Moira.
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The Outworlder architects had outdone themselves in the end.

They’d laid out everything and marked it with cones, tape, chalk, and spray paint. Then walked around with Ash and the Earth Brides to build the entirety of the sect.

Section by section, area by area, they acted the part of overseer and foreman, directing where everything went. They also had several drones flying overhead to watch from above to make sure everything happened with mathematical precision.

It’d been odd to build a Star-fort disguised as a sect, with reinforced materials like sloped-steel, concrete, formations for a commander to tap into, and integrated traps.

Only for other Brides and Cultivators who had been part of the Sheng Alliance to come through, add more, and then proceed elsewhere. As if they were the polishing and sharpening crew.

After the first day, Ash had been mostly stuck in the center of the Sect and had been left to his own work. Which was to lay down the defenses of the Sect that his people were expecting of him. The same type of defenses he’d laid out at Sheng Island.

He created scrivenings in the building itself, made with his own Qi.

Carvings into the rocks, concrete, steel, and Qi, just as the Lord of the Graves once did. Yet expanding it with his Qi into the earth and plains directly.

As well as placing transference papers into objects and embedding cores into those materials. Changing the actual materials into intensely powerful ones.

Formations that forcefully changed the air pressure and thickness of the air directly above the sect and all the lands that they controlled.

If someone were to approach, it’d gradually get harder and harder to move.

Once someone crossed the perimeter wall that separated the ‘sect area’ from the rest of the foothills, the air would grow to such thickness that even Chunhua couldn’t push through it without burning a great reserve of Qi.

On top of that, Ash had added a massive formation that, much in the way he had done so in Wahst, would be drawing all the Qi nearby to this point. Drawing Qi in for the sect to use as it saw fit from the areas it controlled and right up to the borders.

Given how Qi flowed, it would also draw Qi from areas beyond the sect.

This also meant it would drain Qi from people.

If anyone entered who wasn’t wearing a Bridal Ring, a Knight’s Sword, a Sheng Token, or a Bond of Sheng, the formation would start stripping the Qi out of them.

The speed would depend on their control and power, but it’d happen.

At the dead center of the sect, Ash dropped down a meeting place with a great number of seats. He turned it into a circular amphitheater. He also included small carvings at the dead center to enhance the speaker’s voice to fill the entire circle.

A few minutes after he’d finished that, while Ash was taking a break and cultivating directly, Jia approached him.

Having already linked himself to the Sect while cultivating, he’d felt her approach and knew it was her beyond a doubt.

“It seems you have already gotten the sect’s cultivation up and running,” Jia remarked. “It is like having a breeze wafting by. It is quite refreshing. It reminds me of a whirlpool and your lower Dantian. A spinning mass of Qi that eventually makes its way to the center.

“You should put a Qi bank here,” Jia suggested and came to a stop beside him at the center. “Whoever becomes the Realm Lord for us will probably take this location as their ‘head of state’ or ‘capital’. A Qi bank here would provide them with extra firepower.”

“A good idea,” Ash agreed and opened his eyes slowly to look at Jia. She was dressed in a form-fitting, flattering dress that was also somewhat conservative.

Her hair was arranged perfectly and styled.

Her nails were manicured.

She was wearing some makeup.

“Either I forgot plans to take a beautiful woman to dinner, or you got a response from your family,” Ash intuited while watching the beautiful young woman. “You look gorgeous.”

Jia sighed, then laughed, a smile curling the corners of her lips.

“If we had time, I would crook my finger and tell you to take us to the bedroom,” began Jia. “But you are correct. I received a response. It was delivered with a demand that I come back home immediately. That any delay would cause them to send people to retrieve me.”

“Well,” Ash said, and then felt his mouth screw up into a frown. “I guess we’re going to go meet the in-laws today. Would you mind pointing out the ones I’m allowed to kill and which ones I’m not? You know me. I suck at not killing people.”

“I am indeed well aware,” Jia agreed with a grimace, sighed, then leaned down to kiss him. “Kill no one, please. They will do well to serve the Sheng later; that means they must survive today. It will be fine. At the worst, we will just go to the Hall. Our ever-fallback point.”

“Makes me wonder why the Emperor didn’t use it himself,” Ash pointed out, looking at Jia.

“Pride? Ego?” She suggested. “Or he didn’t have the same ability that the Sheng does. Our beloved Locke.”

“Oh, that’s a good point. Haha. Maybe I’m the key? Or in this case, the lock. Come stuff your lock with your key and turn its mechanism a few times.

“Give me a few real good insertions and run my tumblers?”

Ash only smiled at Jia.

“Let’s go then,” he offered her. “Do they know we bought this land?”

“No, they do not. I only told them I had returned to the city and was staying at an inn. I had a Bride remain there, and she has been watching for the arrival of any letter,” Jia explained with a hand wave. “Locke then read it without us even intercepting it.”

That’s about right.

I take it you’ve had Brides wander up to secret facilities in the modern world now? Ransacked them of information and data?

“I… yes. Tee hee. Oopsie doo. Your wife just happens to be neither mortal nor a spirit, but something altogether different. I’ve been using all that information to assist Si’Sha in bending the modern realm to our will. We won’t even have to forcibly take them over at this rate.

“Barely an inconvenience! It’s easy when you know every secret they do… and more.”

Yep… that’s about right.

Also, let’s start converting Sheng Stones into Awakened Stones.

I’m sure you can start transferring them into this new version of currency.

I see no reason not to do that directly.

You can imitate it because of how amazing you are, right? My darling and amazing wife?

My sweetest Locke Sheng?

The other half of Team Loshley?

“I… of course. Of course! I can. Not a problem. I’ll start converting it immediately! I’ll get the balance right, so they’re almost exactly one to one! Because I’m amazing.”

Because you’re amazing.

I love you.

A deep, pink-colored emotion fluttered about wildly in the hall, followed by a somewhat slow laugh.

“I love you, too,” Locke got out in a bit of a dreamy-sounding voice.

***

Dressed in what Siu and Locke had picked out for him, then having his hair styled by them, Ash felt like he was probably as presentable as he was ever going to be.

“I wish we had time to stop at a bed,” Jia confessed, glancing over at him, her cheeks coloring faintly. “It is entirely unfair that you look this handsome right now. My cousins and sisters will almost certainly make eyes at you. I feel like I should leave a mark upon you to stake my claim.”

“It’ll be fine,” Ash murmured as they stood outside the large manse where the Fu family lived. They were at the entry gate of the large building with its sprawling grounds. The property as a whole was easily six or seven times bigger than his parents’ home. “Think your parents will greet us, or the family head?”

“My aunt or uncle will. They are the least in the family standing, and my parents would likely be shunned at this time. Neither my brother nor I ever came back, after all,” explained Jia. “Therefore, the youngest of the current generation will be the one who greets us.”

“Am I allowed to flirt with your cousins, sisters, or aunts, if it’ll get us anything?” Ash asked. For all he knew, the next ‘head of the Fu clan’ would be a woman.

An unmarried woman.

Cultivators very much enjoyed binding people through marriage, as children would become legal claimants. The only thing that allowed it to come as far as it did was that Cultivators didn’t seem to mind sharing partners.

“No,” Jia said flatly. “Not under any circumstance. You will not flirt.”

Ash amended his previous thought to include ‘most Cultivators’. He’d found all those in his inner circle actively policed it to make sure no new women arrived or were included.

Not that he could blame them for their vigilance.

“It’s because they love you. If you hadn’t forced them to band together as friends and sisters, they would’ve likely tried to kill each other to become the only woman in your life.”

Before Ash could respond to that, the gate swung open all by itself. Someone had clearly moved it with Qi from a great distance. Ash wasn’t quite aware of what type of ability it was, but he wanted it.

As well as that Qi communication technique.

Unfortunately, the markets they’d visited hadn’t sold anything of use that they didn’t already know.

There was much to gain in this realm, but it wouldn’t be quick or easy.

Jia began marching forward. She had her head up, her spine straight, and she moved like a woman.

A woman who was returning home for a visit after being away for a while. Ash took up a similar style of walk and matched her step for step, letting her lead the way.

It was her family after all.

“I wish Mei were here,” Jia mumbled under her breath.

Ash couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows at that comment and turned to look at Jia.

“She is my sister,” Jia immediately got out, embarrassed. “My true sister. She and I are-we are sisters. I take strength in her.”

Their partnerships have become far more. How about you and Siu?

“We’re sisters. We talk constantly. I talk to her more than I do you, now. Even Tala and Moira have bonded like sisters. Na and Hui are close to that, but I think Na still… feels sad over Yue.”

We all feel sad over Yue.

No… word about her? No sign?

“Nothing I could call concrete. We did have one Bride nearly get killed by a strange group of people when she was following a lead on Yue. They attacked her when she entered, and she only escaped by exiting into the Hall. Rou had to actually put her heart back together like a surgeon.”

Ash was somewhat shocked by that.

If it was indeed a lead for Yue, and these people were part of what she was doing, that meant Yue was more than happy to try and kill a Bride.

An organization she had helped found and had laid out a great deal of rules for. Some of the most ‘unhinged’ traditions the Brides had all came from Yue, in fact. Traditions they still practiced to this day.

“I feel the same way, Ashley. I think Yue does not mean us well anymore. But I don’t know why.”

Ash purposefully forced his mind away from Yue and on to the task at hand.

When they’d made their way up to the front door of the manse, Ash found it opened and a maid-servant was standing beside the door with her head bowed.

Entering the manse, Ash came to a stop when Jia did and looked around.

There was no one there to greet them or meet them.

Only the maid-servant.

“Mao, did they send no one to receive us?” Jia asked archly. “If so, we will be leaving immediately. I may be somewhat of a lost daughter, but this is simply disrespectful.”

The maid-servant, apparently named Mao and someone Jia knew, flinched as if rebuked.

“They sent no one, Miss Jia and—”

Jia waved a hand, took Ash’s arm in her own, and led him right back out the door.

The front gate to the estate closed even as they approached it.

To which Jia merely created a font of water and carried herself and Ash straight over it and to the other side. Then they began walking along the road, away from the building.

“Well. That did not go half as badly as I thought it would,” admitted Jia.

Which left Ash grasping at what exactly she thought would be a bad meeting if not even being greeted was at this level.

“We will try again in a few days when they have decided to give us at least the bare modicum of respect,” Jia continued and shook her head. “This is fine. We have a meeting with the Luo family today as well. We can go early and see if they are willing to see us quickly. This is not—”

“You were not given permission to leave the estate,” boomed a voice from behind them.

Ash glanced over his shoulder, and Jia came to a dead stop.

Turning around, Ash rejoined her as Jia turned around to face the speaker.

“I was not even greeted at the estate, so there was no reason to seek permission to leave,” Jia responded coldly.

Looking at the speaker, Ash found that it was a man in his late fifties. Someone who was very likely an elder of the Fu clan. There were a number of similarities in how he looked to Jia as well. It wasn’t exact, but more in the broad strokes.

“You received exactly the welcome that you were due, given you left as you did,” declared the older man.

Ash pulled on his Dao to get a feeling for this situation. Because he often was able to glean a great deal of information about what a situation was given how they responded to the momentum of the Sheng.

“I left just now, given that the welcome I was given was less than that given to a stranger. No one at the gate and a maid-servant at the door,” Jia said with a small shrug of her shoulders. “What exactly did you expect from me, given that sort of welcome?

“As to the first time I left, I did so because I was not treated as a family member, but a disposable resource. Considering how you welcomed me on my return, it seems my previous logic was correct.

“So, I left when I was but a child. I would rather not benefit from the resources of a family that saw me as a resource; I fled. I took only what was mine, sold most of my belongings, and made a life for myself.

“Now that I have my own resources, I have come back.

“If you somehow demand monetary returns for raising me as long as you did, I will gladly pay that back. Though I will remind you that I received no martial arts training, no resources, and generally only received room and board from the clan.”

The man seemed infuriated at Jia’s response. Truly bothered and angry at the words that’d been said.

His momentum was also starting to spin faster, as if he were going to oppose Jia.

Which was directly in opposition to Ash’s will.

A thick wave of Qi reached out to grasp Jia and wrench her toward the Elder. It was likely much in the same way the gate was opened, just with a great deal more force now.

“None of that now,” Ash declared and took hold of the Qi with his own, redirected it, and altered its momentum. Returning it to the sender at the full force it was put forward.

The wave of Qi slammed into the Elder and sent him back six or seven steps. His boots skidded across the stones in the road as he battled against his own attack.

“Elder Ning, that was uncalled for and disrespectful,” hissed Jia in what was clearly anger. “Most disrespectful. I did not realize the Fu family had fallen this far that they would attack someone in the very streets of Anyi.

“Is that how the family of Fu is now? Is it something so threadbare in its respect for others?”

More than a handful of people had started watching the exchange.

With the sudden burst of Qi, a double score of individuals were now watching. Most people in this realm were sensitive to Qi or were Cultivators themselves.

As he had found in every realm that had the fingerprints of the Emperor on it, the people were slow to help others, quick to watch and listen to drama, and swift if it was something they could benefit from.

“Jia Sheng, once Jia Fu, has asked you a question, Elder Fu,” Ash asked in a loud voice. He’d decided that if the man wanted to throw attacks on the street, Ash would be more than happy to throw one back.

Just not a physical one.

The Elder’s face became a deep and dark scarlet color as his eyes flicked from Jia to Ash, then to the crowd forming. It was clear now that he had realized his mistake had been to attempt something outside of his own family estate.

Ash watched as the man’s jaw clenched, flexed, and writhed. He was clearly grinding his teeth together and deeply unhappy with the situation, his actions, and what’d now been revealed to the city of Anyi.

The man composed himself, took up a more normal stance, and then bowed respectfully to Jia. It was paired with a salute that Ash didn’t know or understand. Placing both hands together before himself and forming a circle with his index fingers and thumbs.

“My apologies, I have acted in bad faith and in a hasty manner,” the elder stated. “I would kindly ask for you to join me so I can offer you a good meal as an apology, as well as a personal gift of face from my family.”

Jia performed the exact same bow and salute, returning it in the same manner to the elder.

“My husband and I accept your invitation, Elder Fu,” Jia declared while Ash performed the martial salute he had always known. A fist pressed into the palm of his other hand, which was held upright in a flat plane, paired with a bow. “I would ask that Deguo Fu and Lihua Fu attend as well, as I have brought matrimony gifts and a bride price for my parents.”

“That would be… fine,” allowed the Elder and stood up. He had a fake smile on his face and then moved to the front gate of the estate, physically pushed it open, and held it open. As if he were the gate guard.

It was a show of respect to Jia that by taking up a menial job on his own part, he would lower his own respect. The act itself was actually surprising to Ash.

Realizing that Jia was attempting to take the lead, he had no reason to step in front of her. Most of this she had already prepared him for, as well as the gifts.

Though he had actually gone so far as to create golems for her mother and father.

Because while her parents couldn’t protect her from the whims of the family, they’d done what they could. It was why Jia had been absent for as long as she had been.

Years, in fact.

Her brother had been sent out by order of the family, not her parents. Her immediate family had done what they could to help her; she was a minor child in a minor branch of the family, however. They weren’t able to stand up to anyone without causing a massive problem for the whole of the family.

Jia stuck her arm through Ash’s and led him back onto the estate.

She paused in front of the Elder and met his gaze levelly.

“Do take care, Grandfather Ning,” Jia murmured quietly. “My husband is a very late-stage Awakened Mortal.”

“I still think she should tell them you’re a very early-stage Sovereign Immortal, but… not my family. Though I’m currently baking our family. I’m very curious what kind of little muffin I’m baking though. Or for that matter, what the others are baking.

“Now it’s me, Eira, and Xiuying all in the first wave.”

Ash smiled at the Elder as his head turned toward Ash and politely tipped his head to the man. Who likely had already suspected Ash had a great deal of strength.

At least he should have, considering Ash had returned the Qi he’d thrown out at Jia, back to him.

“Lord Sheng needs many children and many wives. This is expected.”

She’d clearly said it in response to his internal misgivings at her words.

Except, as if in response to her words, Ash felt his Dao shift a bit.

Expanding a little further.

That it was moving in accordance with what Locke had told him.

Lord Sheng indeed.

Reaching up, Ash adjusted his outfit, placed his left hand behind his back, and kept pace with Jia as an equal.

With that shift in his mentality, his momentum and his Dao responded in kind.

It sped up.
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“Please have a seat… granddaughter,” Elder Ning said with a prim expression. He looked as if he’d been chewing on lemons for more than a while. “The Grand Elder will be here within the hour. He is currently indisposed, and the timing of your arrival, while expected, was unfortunate.

“Your mother and father have been notified of your arrival and are currently finishing their business.”

“Thank you, Grandfather,” Jia murmured and then moved over to what was more or less a love seat and sat Ash down first. Then she sat down directly beside him, pushing her side up against him, and then leaning into him, while pulling his arm around her shoulders.

“Of course,” the Elder murmured, watching Ash closely. He didn’t seem bothered by Jia’s antics, but that was likely because Ash had already demonstrated a great deal of strength.

Realistically, Ash hadn’t needed to use Sneaky Peeky in a very long time. He generally had a very good sense of people anymore.

Elder Ning was someone at the early stages of an Awakened Mortal. Likely through a long life of struggling for breakthroughs and enough resources to push him upward. He appeared old for a cultivator, which meant he was much older than Ash thought, or he was just slow as a cultivator.

Perhaps he was slow to understand his own Dao.

Because money and resources were only one part of the equation.

One needed the mind for Cultivation, a Dantian, and a Dao that could grow.

Some people chose a Dao that would never amount to much of anything. Whether by mistake, misunderstanding their own Dao, or what its power would be.

Sometimes people would choose a concept so vague that it’d be almost impossible to ever reach its full understanding.

“He is not actually my grandfather,” Jia remarked, turning her head to look at Ash. “But he is directly in my family line, rather than the family clan. He was often around as a grandparent should be, or so I understand from my conversations with Mei.

“My actual grandparents are long past, unfortunately. Two were citizens and died a long time ago; the other two were killed in family skirmishes.”

“Ah, thank you for telling me. I admit I was curious,” Ash replied with a grin for Jia. Given that she’d told him non-Cultivators were sent to the lower realm, or just away, he supposed it made sense that her living relatives would likely be long-lived.

One didn’t survive in a Cultivator world past middle age if they couldn’t handle the life-and-death nature of it.

“Mei?” asked Ning Fu, looking curious but also still upset.

“Another woman in my marriage to Ash,” Jia answered immediately before Ash could jump into the conversation. “Now. I imagine you have summoned my ex-fiancé as well. Given that you had attempted to retrieve me to sell me off like a prized pig.”

Elder Ning’s face screwed up in a grimace.

“He was notified, yes. He is coming and will likely be here with the patriarch,” Elder Ning confirmed. “You were promised, and this is how it must be.”

“I am already married; I have forsworn my life in an oath to my husband. I would die if it was broken,” Jia said with a shrug. “My title in the lower realm is Jia Sheng the Bound. My husband has been attempting to fill my womb with a child repeatedly for months and I have been used in all ways a woman could be.”

Holy fucking shit, that’s not exactly what I was expecting her to say.

Fuck.

Ash felt his face heating up as if it were on fire. Regardless of how he felt about her family, her words really didn’t leave much to the imagination.

“I… see,” Elder Ning stated, his eyes moving to Ash. “I will make sure to notify the family of this.”

“Oh, while you are telling them this, please do tell them I will be leaving with my husband at the end of this,” Jia added. “I will not be remaining. If you wish me to fight my former fiancé in a fight, I shall do so. I am stronger than him. If you attempt to hold me, I will teleport away. If you attempt to cripple me… well… at that point, it is likely my husband, Lord Sheng, will then… get involved.

“I cannot guarantee the results will be bloodless. He is very bad at holding back. It is why he no longer spars with people.”

“Lord Sheng,” Ning murmured, then left. Leaving Jia and Ash alone.

A second after Ning left, several young women came in with platters. They were filled with snacks and finger foods that had a great deal of Qi in all of them.

“Shuang!” Jia said and clapped her hands together excitedly, smiling at one of the girls. “It is so good to see you! How are you?”

“I am well, Mistress,” said the woman with a dip of her head to Jia. Though in that moment, Ash had a weird realization. The woman was clearly related to Jia. She looked very similar in many ways, and even had many facial features that matched up nearly in the same way. Almost close enough to be a sister.

She was also just as pretty as Jia was.

“This is my older sister! She is older by a year than I am. She was kept rather than sent away because there was an opening for a family servant,” Jia murmured. “She is not allowed to leave the manse because of that. She was a very good friend to me.”

Jia hadn’t sat around and had left her seat. She went right up to the other young woman and hugged her tightly.

As Ash sat there, he felt the momentum of the room shift. Qi attempted to filter into Shuang, only to fade away. As if she had a Dantian, but it wasn’t active or open.

“She has an unopened Dantian, though?” Ash asked.

“She… does not,” Jia stated, turned her head, and looked right at Ash.

“She does. It feels like there’s a space where Qi is trying to cling. As if she had a Dantian,” countered Ash and gestured at the woman, then stood up. “May I?”

The woman was staring at Jia and Ash in a strange way. As if she didn’t know whether to run away, remain hugging Jia, or lie down on the ground and pretend to be a carpet.

“Yes, do so,” Jia ordered, grabbed Shuang, and pushed her to stand in front of Ash.

In that moment, he realized she really was eerily like Jia in almost too many ways. Just a little thicker here, a little thinner there, a touch taller.

It made him wonder if their mother also looked like them. Perhaps she just had a set of genetics that was hardwired into her daughters.

Frowning, Ash lifted his hand and placed it atop the young woman’s stomach. He began to push Qi into her and search around. He was looking for the Dantian that he was certain existed.

At this moment, he felt like perhaps it was a Ying Yue situation. Where it was just undersized but existed.

Closing his eyes, he let himself slide into his Dao, the Qi, and a quiet and slow inspection of Shuang’s body. Filtering Qi into her and retrieving it with his other hand from her lower back.

Qi slid through her, came out, then back into her. Moving through Ash’s hands like a slow rolling wave.

Measured controls of Qi leaving and then returning. Each small internal part of Shuang providing a bit of resistance here, a bit of resistance there. With each pass, he was able to see more and more details of her insides.

It’s like an ultrasound.

“Yes. It is. I’m taking notes. I will be mentioning this technique to Rou. Perhaps she uses it, perhaps she doesn’t. Though I think I understand what’s going on with Shuang. Do you?”

Yeah. Someone broke her Dantian.

Deliberately.

When she was young, and before anyone would’ve noticed it.

Shattered it to pieces.

She survived it because she was so young, I imagine.

The fragments are all there. The Dantian is entirely there, just… shattered.

I think a few fragments reflect just a hint of Qi, and that’s what I felt.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I think. It could be interesting to see if we could rebuild it. I think using Scrivening, Transference, Bone Carving, and your unique Bonds of Sheng could provide a situation where you could fashion her Dantian anew.”

Indeed. That could be a fun distraction and I think it’d earn me ‘happy Jia’ points.

“Yes, it would. It’s clear she has a great deal of positive feelings for her older sister. You sure this isn’t just you wanting a ‘second Jia’ in your harem? One with a bit bigger bust?”

Ash didn’t answer that.

Because he didn’t want to consider the question.

“Her Dantian is shattered,” Ash said, pushing his Qi directly into the location her Dantian should be. He felt around in her and began to gently gather up all the bits and pieces of her Dantian. “Shattered in a million tiny pieces. It was there, though.”

“Are you quite done putting on this nonsense of a show?” growled an older voice from Ash’s left.

Opening his eyes, he turned and looked to the speaker.

He was an old man with dark-gray hair, a dark-gray beard, and dark-brown eyes. His hair was long, and he looked quite old.

Beside him was a middle-aged man with a strange grimace on his face, as well as another middle-aged man, standing next to a woman who was almost certainly Jia’s mother.

She was clearly where Jia and her sister got their beauty and looks from, as she was an older version in many ways. Though a bit heavier with age.

Given that, the man beside her was clearly her husband, though he didn’t seem to be what Ash had expected. He bore no resemblance to anyone and was likely married into the family, whereas Jia’s mother was a daughter of the family.

“You’ve been inspecting her for nearly an hour. Shuang and Jia have been chatting quietly during it. The old man just arrived.”

“It’s not nonsense,” Ash stated and stood up.

“Patriarch, Great-Elder, Mother, Father,” Jia stated and bowed her head with each title. “I have come to pay off my Bride-price that you accepted on my behalf. I will pay it directly to him when he arrives, and I will include a natural interest as if it were an investment, but he lost nothing and gained nothing.

“Beyond that, I came to establish relations so that you may come to know my new family.”

“You will most certainly not be leaving, nor will you be paying off your bride price. It was accepted in good faith, and you will be handed over,” stated the middle-aged man.

They all… talk like Jia, don’t they? Her brother didn’t.

I wonder why.

“I most certainly will not. If you attempt to do so, I will kill him with my martial arts,” Jia said, straightening her shoulders and lifting her chin. “I warned Elder Ning that if you tried to keep me here, I would translocate away. If you attempt to cripple or destroy my Dantian, it is likely my husband would be forced to intervene, and he does not… know how to control himself.

“Patriarch, Great-Elder, please remember this moment if you decide to force this issue. It will be the end of the Fu family, and the Nie, Quilin, and Pang will pick over your corpse within a day.”

“Jia,” said the middle-aged man that was likely the ‘Patriarch’. “This is unacceptable. You will most certainly do none of those things.”

“Do you think I would have returned here if I did not believe I could withstand your pressure?” Jia asked with a laugh. In the next moment he felt her Qi swirl out around her in a lethal promise. Her killing intent rose like a tide swelling and she clearly grasped at her Dao. “I’m a peak stage Enlightened Mortal, transitioning into Awakened Mortal. I believe my fiancé was destined to be not much more than a Spirit Refiner, which is why you struggled so mightily to prevent me from learning. This is no longer something that can be tolerated.”

The Patriarch and Great-Elder both looked rather shocked at the situation. Clearly, they hadn’t realized that Jia was as strong as she was.

“He is not a Refiner. He is an Enlightened Mortal,” muttered what was likely Jia’s father.

“Fine. I will fight him, beat him, and then the Fu family can suffer the disgrace of it,” Jia continued and then shrugged her shoulders. “It is irrelevant. I will—”

The Patriarch shifted partially where he stood and a wave of Qi and killing intent washed out from him. It felt like the bright sun overhead beating down on everything and everyone.

The man was in the ugly pit between Awakened Mortal and Sovereign Immortal. Where one could be stronger than the latter stage, yet not reach it. Because it required enlightenment that wasn’t given to all.

“You will do no such thing and—”

Time to be Lord Sheng.

Time to be more than anything they’ve ever seen.

Ash grasped his Dao, dumped a massive lump of his Qi Sea into it, then held up his right hand, his left hand moving behind his back.

Qi rods appeared in both hands and quickly shot toward the ceiling and the floor. In a second, it’d covered both surfaces and was sliding down the walls.

Grasping at the Qi the man was putting out, Ash began redirecting it away from him and straight into Ash’s own Qi construct.

“Ashley, darling, they are not threatening me,” Jia put in quickly, even as the walls suddenly were covered in Ash’s Qi. “My Uncle is merely trying to assert himself and—”

Ash’s Qi connected to the walls, the floors, and the ceiling, and then multiple spikes shot out throughout the entirety of the room.

Pointing at each and every person other than Shuang, Jia, and Ash.

The Patriarch snapped off several that were near him, yanked out an artifact from a storage device, and put up a Qi-shield around himself.

At the same time, the Great-Elder had nearly done the same thing, though he’d unsheathed a heavy long sword and used it to clip off multiple spikes.

Jia’s parents didn’t do much of anything other than stand there, but that might’ve been because the spikes that’d moved toward them hadn’t really gotten that close.

By and large, they’d seemed uninvolved with the situation other than being there.

“They behave as poor hosts and family,” accused Ash.

The Dao of Momentum was thrumming now. Throwing out deep and ugly booms as if an army was starting to be called to war.

In response, he felt the Divine Brides begin hurling Qi at him in heavy waves.

Followed immediately by Ren, Si’Sha, and Liu.

Then the Brides as a whole.

Everyone was suddenly paying attention to Lord Sheng and his thrumming Dao.

With a clack, the doors were shut, and the walls began to close in on the Fu family as the Qi began to thicken and come toward them. The sharpened Qi spikes moved closer until they were all herded together and near one another.

More spikes were growing in even as the Fu Patriarch and Great-Elder began readying themselves for a fight to the death. He could feel their momentum grinding against his own and their killing intent matching his own.

“Ashley. Please?” asked Jia in a tone that was all sweetness.

Stopping, Ash glanced at her. She had wide eyes, a pouting lower lip, and was peering up at him with her chin tucked low. Shuang was beside her and had her hands pressed together tightly.

With a click of his tongue, Ash retracted the spikes, but didn’t release his hold over the room. He hadn’t enjoyed this conversation one bit, and right now he was feeling aggrieved.

The Patriarch, Great-Elder, and Jia’s parents all stared at Ash. Their defenses were no longer needed but still ready.

Except his Brides had decided this was unacceptable.

Hui, Siu, and Chunhua all stepped out of nothing, as if Locke was dropping them off.

Then a handful of Brides appeared around him.

All of them in uniform, their Weimao put on correctly and veils down. Each and every one of them was in the late stages of an Enlightened Mortal, and one was an Awakened Mortal.

“Biyu? Shu? Lifen?” Ash asked with some surprise as he recognized the Awakened and the two next to her. Causing all three to jolt slightly, clearly look back at him, then ready themselves for combat.

“Oh me, oh my,” whispered Siu, both of her fans sliding out, one in front of her face, the other at her side. “You lucky trio. Your husband ever remembers you.”

“Sisters, all is well,” Jia put in quickly. “Ashley just did not like how they were speaking to me.”

The Fu family seemed to be filled with wide-eyed people who only now understood that they weren’t bothering a young woman who had come home to apologize and make amends.

They were bothering a grown woman with a family and backing.

Ash could feel a great number of people attacking his Qi walls outside the door. Heavy blows that dented the Qi and even shattered some of it.

Only for it to be replaced immediately by Ash.

This is informative. This’ll help me figure out how much power to put into this later as we claim this realm.

I admit I was curious how much strength I’d have to put into my Qi walls to deal with them.

I think I could handle a full Awakened Mortal with this, but more than one, and I’d be on the losing side.

The only reason it’s working out right now is that they haven’t figured out that they could destroy the walls to have more people attack the Qi walls.

“Forgive them,” Jia said, getting the attention of her blood-family members. “They are very defensive and possessive of their family, and especially of Ashley. Now… may we speak civilly? Or did you want to have this end the way it is going and the rest of the clan discovering little more than your bones when Ashley finally lets the walls down?”

“It would seem I have no choice,” growled the Patriarch, looking at the thudding Qi walls behind him, the armed Brides in the room they were in, and finally Jia. “You said you were here to repay the bride price as well as to establish relations. Fine. Then do so as a daughter of Fu.”

“Of course, as someone who was once a daughter of Fu. Now, though, my name is Jia Sheng. Often, Jia Sheng the Bound,” Jia corrected and then reached out to gently pat Ash on the back. “Now, let us get all this settled before my ex-fiancé arrives. I am sure we have a lot to discuss.”

“Honestly, that’s rather surprising. I thought for sure they’d have taken that one straight to the death. It’s a huge loss of face if this gets out. I feel like… something else is going on in Anyi. Maybe… something else in the realm?”

It’s not so surprising. The Realm Lord has to establish his power without the Emperor.

There may even be many hidden masters in the Immortal Realm that’ve been waiting and biding their time, or those who were on the cusp.

This realm is going to explode into activity, I’d say.

Ash flicked his hand to the side and began withdrawing his Qi into his left hand. Putting everything back into the Hall.

Locke would make it into ‘Awakened Stones’ for him, he imagined.

“Of course I will. It’s easier to convert fresh Qi into those stones, rather than trying to alter the Sheng or Spirit Stones.”

Then use it all. Give it to all those who aren’t in the Bonds of Sheng and empower them. I’m sure we’re supporting a great many cultivators outside of my reach. We’re always generating more Qi.

Though… admittedly, the amount most of the Brides can generate is much smaller than what the Awakened Stones require. It’s definitely a whole new playing field here.


Six

“— then he took the headless corpse and used it like a weapon,” explained Na, staring at the Fu family with wide eyes and a breathless tone. “Spraying down everyone and unleashing it as an impromptu relic.”

“Lord Sheng is an ideal Lord,” whispered Hui, lifting her head up and closing her eyes. She was smiling as if she could picture the scene in her head.

“He is the ideal,” agreed Na fervently, even as the rest of the room, Jia, Mei, Siu, the Fu family, and Ash stared at the two of them as if they were off their rocker.

“Then he went to the prison realm?” asked Jia’s mother, who was seated beside Jia and Shuang. Her husband stood behind her.

Shuang had already been converted from ‘family-servant’ to ‘Jia’s sister’ without Ash even having reconstructed her Dantian yet.

“Yes,” Na stated and smiled from ear to ear. “Went to the prison, knocked low the Qi Lords, and took the entirety of the realm for himself. He even battled Magical Beasts, a deity, and a plague. Your son-in-law is a great man. You should feel blessed to be related to the Sheng family.”

“Blessed,” confirmed Hui, who then laughed, opened her eyes, and looked to Ash. “If we can form a pact with another family outside of the Fu, the sect will have the breathing room to grow that it needs.”

“The sect,” interjected the Patriarch. “I wanted to ask more about that. The lands you described are all hotly contested. The City Lord did not really solve the situation at all.”

“No, he did not,” Jia confirmed. “We will likely need to reach out to the Luo and see if they can be friendly. If not, we should see if the Nie or Huzhi will be. With any one of the three as a friendly pact holder, we can force the other two to a standstill. So long as we have a ‘rear’ that we can position ourselves against.”

“That would be best,” confirmed the Great-Elder, looking thoughtful.

Apparently, having been forced into the situation that had happened, the Fu family had quickly re-aligned their motivations, thoughts, and beliefs. It reminded him a lot of Jia.

Glancing at the beautiful woman, who was sitting there with her mother’s hand in her own, he could see she was delighted to be home. Even if they were the reason she’d left to begin with.

“Patriarch, Xan Nie has arrived,” called a servant through the door. “He… has brought many Elders and… his Patriarch.”

The eyebrows of every Fu family member went upward.

For Ash, it was a comical display of a singular family reaction, but he limited his response to a small smile.

“I take it you were expecting just the fiancé. It seems that this is a bone of contention for them, or they wish to make it one,” Hui offered even as her eyes opened and she took on a thoughtful approach. “To send so many people just to retrieve a fiancée means they already know Jia is unsuitable as a bride.

“That would only happen if they had spies in your household or were paying desperate attention to your comings and goings.

“Have they been hostile for a while? Was this nothing more than an excuse? Why did you select Jia as his bride?”

“I… we have never been on friendly terms. It was worse before the plans to become a fiancé, but it was never quite better, though,” the Patriarch answered, his eyes scrunching up and his mouth pursing in thought. “We chose Jia simply because she was the right age and had not yet learned martial arts. We put forward the marriage proposal, and they accepted.”

“Interesting. They accepted a proposal for a girl they didn’t know, had no understanding of, and without fuss, unless you’re leaving something out,” Hui continued. “Especially that they were hostile beforehand. This is all quite strange. Is this a long-standing siege of your family that you’re completely unaware of?

“Do you take losses that you shouldn’t, when you shouldn’t? Sometimes, in ways you can’t even determine the reason? Or has it all been so mundane, so steady, so long-term, that you just wrote it down as normal costs of doing business?”

The Patriarch and the Great-Elder both looked shocked and confused.

Then the Patriarch pointed at the servant who had brought the news about the Nie family.

“Welcome them in, bring them to the back courtyard. Then round up every single servant who was in the house today and yesterday,” ordered the Patriarch. “Also, get a list of anyone who visited yesterday or today as well.”

Not waiting for a response, the Patriarch stood up and gently brushed his hands over his robes.

“It would seem it is time for us to end this marriage arrangement,” he said and looked to Ash. “Lord Sheng, would you please ask those in your household to depart? At this time, we would prefer this to appear as a Fu and Nie matter.”

Ah, that makes sense.

No sense in showing cards if you don’t have to, and having the Brides around would speak to having an entire sect or a paramilitary association in your background.

“Everyone? Please?” asked Ash.

“Oh me, oh my, however could we refuse our husband?” Siu remarked, idly fanning herself. Then she reached over and touched Ash’s forearm. “Let’s go, everyone. We have a job to do anyway. The sect needs a great deal of work still. It still resembles a drafty old fort rather than a home for students.”

In the next moment, everyone left, other than Jia, Mei, and Na. He was back to what was nearly his starting point.

Jia stood up and then pressed a Bridal ring into Shuang’s hands. Who looked down at the ring and vanished before she could ask a question.

“Got her. I’ll set her up in your lab for now. She can be comfortable until you have time to experiment,” Locke told him.

“Ah? But—” started her mother.

“I will pay you for Shuang’s purchase as if she were a servant. She will be safe until she can survive in this realm on her own two feet,” Jia stated and then moved to Ash and held out a hand to him. “Come, we will go to the back courtyard. I played there often.”

Not waiting, Ash took her arm and let her guide him away.

Mei and Na were already casually chatting as the four of them left. It sounded like the two women were comparing their own lives as clan children to what Jia had gone through.

Upon arrival at the courtyard, Ash noted that there was indeed a group of people here. All of them were in the Enlightened Mortal or Awakened Mortal stage. All of them had full Qi Seas and seemed ready for a fight.

Jia more or less ignored them and took Ash and the others to a section a bit further back. One with several trees, bushes, and what looked a lot like long-forgotten wooden toys that’d been worn away at by the elements over the years.

“I would hide here and watch the martial artists,” Jia remarked as she pulled the bushes to the side. “I would… I would play with toys right here. Many of those toys are, in fact, still here, as you can see. When I fled, I left everything here that I could not sell.

“I would make believe that I would become a powerful martial artist, or find someone who could shelter me. To protect me from what my family wanted to do.”

Ash grinned, looked at the spot, and could envision a young Jia watching intently. She always seemed far too logical and goal-oriented than he had expected from a beautiful young woman.

Even when she’d been pretending to be a man.

The Nie family seemed shocked, confused, and entirely unsure of how to handle Ash’s group, more or less ignoring them.

“No wonder you laughed when I told you about my granny,” Na muttered with a chuckle. “You did the same thing, just in a different way.”

“I did tell you that you, Mei, and I are all very similar, Na. It is why I am so grateful for my family,” stated Jia and looked to the side. The Fu family had arrived and were even now going through a brief greeting.

Jia hesitated for several seconds before guiding everyone over to stand beside her mother.

“—must neutralize the wedding. She is unfit as a bride,” stated the Patriarch. Then he held out a storage card. “Here is the bride price plus interest. The interest is at an acceptable level as if it were invested. Please consider it an apology for this situation.”

“You dare think this is enough?” asked a man in his later middle years. He had black hair, light brown eyes, as well as a beard. Those with him mostly had the same features and variables.

There wasn’t that much distinction in hair and eye color in this realm, so far as Ash could tell.

“This is an insult! We’ll take the fiancée as a servant as well as the bride price,” demanded the man at the front. As if he were used to being in charge and being obeyed. “She can serve to earn her place while working at scrubbing floors.”

“That will not be possible. She has technically left our family and is a married woman. It is not our place to offer her as such,” answered the Patriarch of the Fu. He sounded annoyed and curious. As if Hui’s words earlier had provoked his thoughts. “Nor would we offer her to that position if she were still part of the Fu. That is asking for too much, Nie Patriarch.”

“This is a great insult to us; this has a great value to us because it is you insulting us,” stated the Nie Patriarch, his voice rising in volume and heat. He was also pointing at the Fu Patriarch as he spoke. “How will you pay us, if not by giving us the source of our discontent?”

“Take it as an insult then. I do not care,” the Fu Patriarch said with a shake of his head. “We are offering what you paid back, with interest. That is the extent of what we will do for you. We are not beholden to you.”

“Yes, you are beholden to us. Damnit all, treacherous Fu, you’ve broken our contract and tell me to eat an insult when I say it’s an insult,” the Nie man shouted. “This is an expensive insult. Truly expensive.”

Ash noted that the Fu Patriarch looked bothered.

Then Ash tried to feel out the power of the Patriarch on both sides.

He found that the Nie leader was stronger than the Fu, though they seemed similar in age. As if the Nie Patriarch had been in his position longer, though the Fu was more recently given it.

The Elders who came with the Nie family were also stronger than the Fu Great-Elder and the other Elders who had come with them.

While the Nie weren’t on their own territory, it was obvious now to Ash that they were just stronger as a whole than the Fu. The forces they brought were more than strong enough to cause an issue.

This wasn’t something the Fu could handle without taking blowback.

Given that this was the Nie family, and Ash was involved, he was fairly certain that they wouldn’t be playing nice-nice with him about the land he’d purchased.

“How much?” Ash asked suddenly, jumping right into the argument. “How much is the insult? Monetary value-wise.”

“I… what?” asked one of the Elders from the Nie family, looking surprised that Ash had asked a question.

“You demanded something. Then you said it’s a grave insult,” began Ash with an explanation. He wanted to tie them down to a set figure. “You wanted the fiancé in question to become a house-servant and work off the insult. How much is a maid worth? How much is this ‘grave insult’ that it would be alleviated with a foot servant’s worth?

“So… what’s the insult worth in monetary value? Assume it’s in Awakened Stones. How much does it cost to have a maid-servant clean a clan home?”

The entirety of the Nie family stared at him.

“The value isn’t important,” the Patriarch finally said.

“But it is. You said it’s a grave insult. That you aren’t being ‘paid’ for the insult. So, what’s the value of a maid-servant worth to clean one’s home? Should I go ask the City Lord for a value if you’re unable to answer? I can go over and ask him right now. I don’t mind,” Ash said and smiled. “I’ll let him know that the Nie family has no idea how much a maid-servant is worth and that their honor is only worth as much as one maid-servant girl cleaning their home.”

“That is what you said,” the Fu Patriarch added. “That a maid-servant cleaning your home would ameliorate your wounds. Even if it were a maid-servant from a clan, the price would not differ much. Perhaps twelve-thousand stones for the life of a maid-servant? The Bride price by itself was only twenty-thousand stones.”

Could I buy a Jia for twenty thousand stones?

Dear wife, may I borrow about a hundred-thousand stones?

“I’m going to use my teeth next time. I will bite you.”

Never mind.

“Then you should be satisfied by an additional twelve thousand stones, if that is all it will cost, so be it,” the Fu Patriarch agreed. “You may now leave, as the score is settled.”

“No! This is not just a monetary value. It is our honor, our name!” countered the Nie Patriarch. “This is not something that can just be settled like that!”

“But you said it’d be settled by a maid-servant,” Ash argued. “That’s… a monetary value. Unless you just wanted to demand that because you wanted to humiliate a Fu child? Is that your goal? Or are you trying to demand something you know you can’t have to provoke a duel or something?”

The Nie Patriarch stared at Ash without speaking.

Ash couldn’t get a read on the man. Whether he’d guessed accurately or not, he had no idea.

What he did know was that it was clearly giving the man pause before he simply started shouting again.

“My name is Lord Sheng,” started Ash again, since the man was silent. “I bought the Foothills of Xi Cao from the City Lord and have established a sect there. I plan on having a commencement ceremony along with inviting the Realm Lord’s representative in Anyi. It’s planned for exactly three days from now.

“We also plan on holding an auction on our sect’s grounds since there doesn’t seem to be an auction house here.”

Everything he’d just said was true and part of their plan after all.

“Now,” Ash began anew. “I’d be happy to challenge you to a duel over this situation at the ceremony. Especially since Jia Fu is now Jia Sheng, my wife. You’ve been speaking quite glibly about taking my wife as a servant. I wouldn’t mind kicking one of your Elders’ teeth in and turning them into a set of dice.

“Would you dare repeat what you said about my wife to my face? Demanding her as a servant? Or would you prefer to come to my commencement ceremony for my Sect and take a duel with me? I’d welcome anyone to fight me up to the Awakened Mortal level by the way.

“If you do not have someone at that strength, I’m sure I can find someone in my sect who can handle the duel. That’d be fairly sad, though, if you didn’t have someone who could meet me at my level.

“Oh, and before you agree… I think we should have a wager. I’ll bet the Foothills of Xi Cao or sixty-thousand Awakened Stones. Whichever you prefer.

“You will bet… a daughter of your clan. Who will serve as a maid-servant to my sect if I win? You’ll also forfeit any claim to the Foothills you have.

“You see? An equal and fair wager. Or… is your honor not worth that much after all? Is it all bluster and you looking to gain a debt on the Fu with nothing but words?”

Ash had tried to calculate a perfect bet for them that would expose them in multiple ways if they declined.

Tying the Foothills and a daughter as a maid-servant would lay bare their designs. They were both worded as poisonous traps that would cause the Nie to admit wrongdoing in their claims.

The Nie family stared at him with a clear lack of response between them. It made Ash feel like everything up to this point had been discussed and rehearsed in some way.

“You would’ve received the invitation yesterday,” Ash added after a very long pause that actually started to bother him. “For the ceremony. Everyone received it yesterday. Or is that the problem? This was all a bluster? All words to attack the Fu, and now that you’ve been asked to stand up and prove your words, it’s nothing but hot air coming out of an asshole.

“Are your words nothing but shit and gas? No response at all? Do I need to sign a formal declaration and nail it to someone’s forehead?”

“How dare you,” hissed one of the women in the Nie family.

“How dare I? How dare you? You demanded my wife be a maid-servant,” countered Ash immediately. “Now… duel or not? Or is this settled, and you relinquish your claim on the Fu family and my wife, Jia Sheng?”

“We accept your terms,” growled what was likely their Great-Elder. A man who was likely in his seventies and deep into the Awakened Mortal stage. Clearly bottlenecked and stuck there without the ability to move on.

“Great, glad to hear it. I look forward to beating someone black and blue,” Ash muttered then looked to the Fu Patriarch. They were one and all staring at Ash.

He wouldn’t act further as this was their home. He’d stepped in as it had involved Jia, but beyond that, this dispute had nothing to do with them.

If the Fu family wanted the Nie clan to remain for a meal, or to fuck off, that was entirely up to them.

The Fu Patriarch seemed to realize what Ash was doing and turned to look at the Nie family.

“Please leave,” he said with a flat smile and nothing else offered. “Thank you for coming. We have nothing further to discuss. Goodbye.”

Shocked, the Nie family stood there, then began to slowly file out.

No sooner than they were all gone than the Patriarch turned to the Great-Elder.

“We must go through our family and find the truth of the matter. They did act as if they knew,” the man said.

“Indeed,” agreed the Great-Elder, then sighed, looking to Ash and Jia. “Would… you stay for a meal?”

“I kinda wanna go get working on Shuang. There’s also a lot of other things I’m planning for the sect commencement ceremony,” Ash admitted and shrugged. “Jia will want to stay. Probably tell you about her brother. Also, to hand out the gifts we brought.”

Not waiting, Ash vanished into the Hall.

He really did want to work on a plan for Shuang.

That and plan more for the Sect ceremony.

Ash had some dumb ideas he wanted to do.

Like getting food from the modern world, as well as items.

Just to show off a bit.


Seven

Ash stood outside the gates to the sect with his hands behind his back.

Or more accurately, the bottom of the footpath and the gates there, which would in turn go all the way up to the heavy fortress-like gates of the sect.

“This is rather exciting,” Siu commented from his left.

“It really is,” Mei confirmed from his right. “As Mistress Sheng… I’m truly looking forward to greeting everyone.”

Did she really beat Chunhua?

She’s mentioned being the mistress a few times, but I didn’t really ask.

It just feels like an impossibility. Chunhua is just that strong and talented.

Mei’s great but… I thought… no?

“Mei put in the work. The time. The effort. She developed strategies, abilities, and honed herself. She genuinely defeated Chunhua. Then she cared for her as ‘Big Sister Mei’, mended her clothes, cleaned her home, and made her dinner for the next week.”

Glancing to his left, Ash saw Chunhua a step beyond Siu. She looked perfectly fine. Nothing out of the ordinary. She seemed somewhat bemused, not upset.

Ash wondered briefly if it was something he’d heard earlier. Most of the women around him viewed Mei like an older sister. She had cared for and tended to many of them whenever they had an issue early on.

Mei beating her likely fit in Chunhua’s head, and so the loss, while disappointing, likely wasn’t terrible.

“That. Yeah. What you were just thinking. Chunhua will develop her own ways to beat Mei in the future. But… I suspect Jia might… beat both of them soon.”

Jia?

“She is water. Her Dao is similar to water, and no, I won’t speak to it. But what is water if not liquid momentum? She discovered that thought on her own and has been pursuing it.”

No sooner than he heard that than he understood. Jia was a liquid in her actions and abilities. Her mind was more regulated and firmly systematic, but her Dao, belief, and self were more akin to a bottle of water.

If heated, the water warmed.

If chilled, it cooled.

If turned upside down or to the side, it would shift into a new form.

Whatever was done would only cause her to shift and reform. Jia had gone through a great many things and had always ended up shifting and changing freely.

Then Ash felt his eyebrows go up as he discovered that she was his Dao partner in truth.

He was momentum in its purest form, and her own Dao was a mystery to him, but even a casual inspection of how she acted told him it was a form of ‘flowing water’. Or ‘shape-changing water’. She’d used her abilities that he’d given her to shape and form water into the form she wished.

Or the form she needed.

Without looking into his middle Dantian, his Astral Plane and the home of his sense of godhood, he reached out to where Jia’s statue should be inside of it. He didn’t want to turn his attention to it because it would cause problems he didn’t need right now.

Everyone was preparing for the sect ceremony; he didn’t need to put them on edge.

He found Jia easily enough, and then he nudged his Dao at her.

As if trying to move two magnets together.

There was a clack, followed by a thrumming that echoed throughout his Dao, only to settle down after several seconds. It was certainly out of the ordinary to Ash, but in the same breath, these things happened often with his Dao as events unfolded.

To the point that no one seemed bothered or concerned that something had changed in the middle Dantian. In the Sheng Space.

“Ah?” squeaked Jia in a tiny voice.

Ash wanted to take a good look at Jia’s statue, but he was interrupted. Multiple Cultivators were gliding toward him. Flying through the air from multiple directions.

“Guess we’ll see if the formations work,” Ash murmured to himself as he started picking out the groups coming their way.

Their arrival was a form of prestige in a way. That they’d be arriving as powerful Cultivators, rather than on foot. In Ash’s invitation, he had advised them that once on Sheng lands, it would be better for them to move upon the stone path.

It was a Qi path the earth Brides had spent a lot of time on. They’d carved it, painted it, and empowered it by utilizing multiple transference papers from storage.

The road itself would be refreshing for people to walk upon.

“They just encountered it,” Chunhua remarked as everyone looked towards the leading group of Cultivators.

As if they’d suddenly lost a shoe while walking, all of them slowed down. Almost in unison, as they all crossed over the border of the lands of Sheng.

Looking them over, Ash found that many of these people were Awakened Mortals.

There was even someone who likely had the power of a Sovereign Immortal but was bottlenecked.

Soon… there will be people moving about that are just simply Sovereign Immortals. Moving around without a care in the world. Because the Emperor isn’t here.

This will be a difficult realm to deal with.

I can win many fights on my own, by myself, but their strength and the numbers of this realm simply overwhelm ours.

“It’s often said that the life of the Cultivator isn’t one of fights, but of relationships… and debts,” offered up Locke. “I think that this realm will not be so easy as to simply let you step up, decry ‘remember this moment’, and kick people in the face.

“Did I mention I really like that the Sheng Sect motto in this realm is ‘Remember this moment’ by the way? I think it’s hilarious and fitting in so many ways.”

The group of Cultivators continued to slow down as they grew closer to the sect’s perimeter wall.

Then finally, they pulled to the left, over the road Ash imagined, and went down to land.

“The formations work,” Hui stated from behind Ash. “This is good news.”

“Of course. Lord Sheng put them down,” Na confirmed. “It was never a question. Though I’m pleased to see how well it worked.”

“I should probably… go, shouldn’t I?” asked a quiet voice from behind him.

Ash turned to look and found Rou and Xiuying directly behind him.

The beautiful red-haired, blue-eyed Qi Healer was dressed in a form-fitting cultivator’s uniform that made her lovely to behold. Ash imagined that Rou would be incredibly rare and unique in this realm. Her traits would stand out in a big way.

She chewed at her lower lip and raised her eyebrows, looking at Ash.

“Yeah. You should probably head into the Manse or Hall, Rou. I’m sorry,” Ash said with a small smile. “Your Cultivation is just… so very low. If someone had an artifact that could pull you away, I don’t think we could stop it.”

“I know,” muttered the Qi-Healer, followed by a sigh. Then she smiled at him. “It’s why I can remain in the Hall at your beck and call! I can help in an immense way, just… not in this realm.

“I just wish I could do more, that’s all. Though I’m studying your Scrivenings and Carvings. I think I can start learning that as a secondary art!”

Before Ash could respond, Rou vanished.

“Uhm, I’m going to remain,” Xiuying said with a small bounce. She held her hands up in front of herself as if she were ready for a fight. “I’m all the way up to an Enlightened Mortal. I can-can defend myself! I can be here. Kind of.”

The beautiful Fortune’s Chosen was dressed in a strange pink and gold outfit that was breezy and almost looked like a costume. He had no idea where she’d gotten it, or why she was wearing it, but she was incredibly eye-catching.

Her light brown hair, which bordered on being possibly blonde, had a large white flower on one side that matched a pair of earrings. There was also a golden chain that came down the center line of her hair and rested in a circular shape against her forehead.

Extremely light-brown eyes that were sometimes hazel stared straight into Ash in a way that made him feel like she felt absolute conviction to be here.

It was hard to keep his eyes on her face and hair, considering her costume had only made her large bust, narrow waist, and wide hips all the more prominent. It was distinctly distracting.

“I… I wore this because I’m your wife, I’m pregnant, and a Cultivator,” she said, her hands moving down to her sides, looking nervous. “You’re going to introduce me as your wife to them all. Aren’t you?”

Apparently, I’m introducing her as my wife to them all.

“Agreed. Fortune’s Chosen chooses our fortune.”

Mei immediately grabbed Xiuying and moved her to stand directly at Ash’s right and switched places with her. Moving to the back of the group.

It was clear that Mei had the same thought Ash did.

Seconds after that, a large group of Cultivators landed in front of Ash.

It was the Nie family, along with Jia’s one-time fiancé, Xan Nie, at the front. Beside him was a man clearly in the late stages of Awakened Mortal.

Another monster arrives. There are so many of them.

“Yes, many do not ever gain enlightenment and never leave here.”

“Nie family,” Ash said and performed a formal martial salute. “I am Ash Sheng, Lord Sheng. This is my wife, Xiuying Sheng.

“We welcome you to the Sheng Sect and our commencement. Please come in. We welcome your whole family. The Duel between me or one of my followers and one of your family members will take place during the open-stage dueling portion.

“There will also be a great many exhibition fights from our own sect to demonstrate. As well as other things. Please mingle and make yourself at home. Foreign and unique refreshments are available through our unique trade routes as well. Additionally, a great amount of fresh fruit.”

“Try the cactus juice,” someone put in. It sounded a lot like Mei, but he wasn’t actually sure.

He did know the Brides and the Knights had both taken up the tradition of the original sect Ash had been in. That, as disgusting as the cactus juice was, it’d been turned into a rite of passage and a way to remind themselves of how disgusting life could be.

The Nie family… said nothing.

They didn’t even bother to return the salute Ash and his family had given them.

Instead, they brushed past Ash and toward the sect.

Relations and debts, huh?

Well.

We gained an ally, Fu, and a possible enemy, Nie.

I suppose… I should go stand at the center of the sect and start taking questions.

But let’s check with my lucky charm.

“Xiu, my love,” Ash said, turning to look at the suddenly blushing Xiuying. Who had at some point, somewhere, gotten a hold of a rather odd-looking fan. It was pink, like her costume, and feathery. She lifted it up and partially covered her face. Her eyes were wide, and she was trying to imitate Siu. “Do you think I should leave you here? I was thinking of going to the center of the sect and answering questions.”

“Yes! You should. I’ll stay here with everyone else. You should go to the center!” Xiuying said quickly, nodding her head, her fan sliding down as if she forgot it.

Okay then.

To the center I go.

***

“—Sheng formation work. It’s not something we teach someone unless they’ve been in the Sect for many years,” Ash said to the Elder standing in front of him. It was a woman in her forties who was deceptively beautiful. She reminded him very much of an older Na or Jia.

“Ah, so I just need to put one of my granddaughters in front of you and wait, hm?” asked the woman with a rather wide smile.

“I’m afraid that tactic has been used on me so often that I have thousands of wives,” Ash confessed, looking at the woman. “Even if they are as pretty as you are, I would barely be able to remember her name.”

“Flattery. I’ll send a granddaughter anyway,” she murmured, patted Ash on the shoulder, and moved away. “I like this sect. I like you. It’ll be good to establish ties.”

“That’s the fourth… woman to say that to you,” Shuang whispered from his left. She was acting as his personal attendant right now until his demonstration later. “It is the outlander looks yet Cultivator demeanor, I think. You treat them like women, first, Cultivator, second. You also compliment them.”

“They keep sending hot MILFs at me. What’m I supposed to do?” Ash answered, laughed, then went back to his work. He was making a large battle-golem. One that would be twenty feet tall.

“You respond to the older women better. They stopped sending younger women early,” Shuang remarked. “Now it’s women just a bit older than you, or… like that last woman.”

Ash grunted at that as he quickly made a line across the golem.

All around him, across the sect, Brides and Cultivators were actively making demonstrations, training, or showcasing abilities.

The Fu family was being led around by Jia, and she seemed deeply happy about that.

The Huzhi, Luo, and Nie families were also meandering about.

The City Lord had also come, as well as a great many others. Including the Realm Lord’s ambassador. A great many people were taking in the sights of the new sect.

“It is more akin to a very old sect with many secrets and secret masters,” Shuang offered from his side. “This will disturb the balance greatly.”

“Good,” Ash answered and glanced at the slightly older woman. She was more or less exactly the type of woman they’d been sending him. A touch more mature and somewhat ‘bigger’ in key areas. It reminded him of the difference between Na and Mei. “Yes, I really will be fixing your Dantian. Yes, you’ll be a Cultivator.”

Shuang nodded her head rapidly. He had already carved into her extensively. Her back was a crisscross of thin scars that zigzagged all over her body. He had only spared her privates, really.

He hadn’t wanted to get anywhere near those, above or below.

Her bones were deeply carved, however. To the point that she had become a living experiment.

When he connected everything together later today, she would become a full-fledged Cultivator that shouldn’t exist. It’d given him a second idea as well.

When someone eventually found Jia’s other sister, he’d do the same thing, just with a slight twist.

He’d be giving her a false Dantian and a storage space for Mana. In the same way that he had Moira and Tala but more so.

“Is this it then?” asked someone across from Ash. “This is your sect? You seem so proud of it. This isn’t anything that great. It’s no different than any other sect. This is exactly what one would expect, except for a few odds and ends. But that’s no different than any other Sect either.”

Ah, here we are.

It’s time for the exhibition, duels, and the main events.

Let’s begin.

Please start bringing everyone over, Locke.

Reaching into the formations he’d laid out across the whole of the sect, he grasped them and pulled. Causing the whole of the sect to vibrate in a way.

“This is Lord Sheng,” Ash said, his voice coming up from the ground throughout the sect. “The exhibitions, duels, and demonstrations will now begin. After which, the official ceremony will proceed with the City Lord and the Realm Lord’s Envoy presiding.”

As he’d sent the message, he had interrupted the ‘pause’ on the Qi drain that would normally be present throughout the sect.

Smiling at the Nie family, Ash released the formation. He could tell that what he’d just done had caused them an uncomfortable truth.

It wasn’t just the air over the sect that was under his control, but the entirety of the sect. They were here by invitation and were safe from him, but if they weren’t, this would be deeply problematic for them.

They likely felt the drain of their Qi in that moment.

“Please, take a seat. We’ll formalize everything now,” Ash said, gesturing to the stands that surrounded the central point. It seemed it was now time for the true show.

Where debts and relationships would be formed, broken, or owed.


Eight

Ash put his left hand behind his back, his right hand hanging at his side. He looked out at the onlookers.

They had invited everyone of personal value and worth, but they had also opened the ceremony to the entire city. Given that the ‘citizens’ of this world were those in the ‘Refiner’ realms, it was a strange thing for Ash to view.

People who would absolutely be given much better treatment if they were born in a different world.

Smiling, he could once again hear the echo of his personal wish. To find those who were overlooked and would be lost based on their situation. If anything, you’d likely find even greater unseen talents here than you did in the other realm.

Because everyone here was already a Cultivator. They were just lacking foundations and backing.

Debts and Relations.

“Welcome. Welcome… I am Lord Sheng,” Ash said and held his right hand out. His voice was carried to the audience perfectly by the pre-set formations and enhancements made to the amphitheater. “Welcome to the Sheng Sect. We are officially opening our doors tomorrow morning. Today is merely to showcase us as a sect and some of the things we’re proud of.

“I personally am capable of crafting Golems, Enchantments, and Enchanted items, creating Transference papers, and… repairing Dantians, enlarging small Dantians to be large enough to open, or in some cases… creating a Dantian from scratch.

“These are just some of the abilities I carry personally. There are portions of my abilities and skills that will be taught to future generations of students. As, of course, I will age and die. There will need to be those in the Sheng Sect who can carry on with my abilities.

“There are many other experts and specialists in the Sheng Sect who will also eventually hand over their own abilities. To push the next generation of Sheng Sect disciples along.”

Ash had slowly turned around and looked at the crowd as he spoke. Trying to move his gaze around the crowd and meet as many eyes as he could.

As he did, he noted that a great many people had snacks or handheld food.

Popcorn, sandwiches, corndogs, hotdogs, hamburgers, and a variety of snacks and chips. There were also many with drinks in hand.

For those who only chose to eat for pleasure, since they no longer needed much nutrition, this was a new avenue for them he imagined.

It was what he wanted.

People needed to know that the Sheng Sect was indeed like every other sect, but that it also had unique offerings.

“The basic questions I expect you will wish to ask, I will answer,” Ash continued. “There will be no inner or outer disciples. There are only disciples. There will be no combat allowed in the sect outside of the sparring ring, tournaments, or sponsored events.

“Theft or assault will likely be met with outright expulsion and other punishments.

“Attempting to take control over another, harm another, or disrupt the studies of another will result in outright expulsion or other penalties.

“All Sheng Sect disciples will be expected to fight regularly during sponsored sparring and events, as well as to put their lives on the line for the defense of the sect.

“We will hold our ideals close and true, and if someone attempts to subvert them, there will be issues. We, of course, will hold respect and deference to the City Lord for things involving his city, and our Realm Lord, for things involving our Cultivators.

“Next. We will first welcome a number of exhibition fights from my sect’s Masters.”

Ash gestured to the side at all the Brides and Sheng Cultivators who wished to demonstrate.

“Afterward, I will—”

“When will you move ahead with the duel!?” shouted Xan Nie, interrupting Ash outright.

“I was going to say that I will be having a duel with Xan Nie for taking his fiancée as one of my wives later. It seems that duel will be happening now,” Ash remarked and then moved over to where Shuang was. He pulled off his outer coat and handed it over to her, then moved to the center of the platform and gestured to Xan. “Come then. Let’s get this out of the way.”

“And the wager!?” called Xan a moment before leaping out of his seat and landing before Ash.

“Yes, we did have a wager. I’m putting up the Foothills of Xi Cao and this very sect, or sixty-thousand Awakened Stones,” confirmed Ash. “They’re putting up a daughter of their clan as well as ceding rights to the Foothills. I will select who I wish to take amongst them. This is in response to the fact that I took his fiancée as my wife.”

“I won’t be fighting you, Ash. My family elder will fight you, as he’s on par with a sect Master. I will fight my ex-fiancée,” Xan declared, lifting his head as if he were proud of that. He’d also refused to address Ash as a sect Master or Lord Sheng.

It was most certainly an attempt at a snub.

“That’s fine. Though the wager is only on myself and your elder, not you and Jia,” Ash allowed with a wave of his hand. “If you like, we can have a secondary wager for your own fight, but that’s… just not going to be included when the original terms were a single duel.”

“What?” asked Xan, sounding confused. Then he shook his head. “Then the duel will be me competing with Jia, that’s all.”

“That’s fine. I understand your Elder doesn’t feel that he can measure up to me. I don’t blame him,” Ash said with a flat smile. “If I were him, I wouldn’t wish to face Lord Sheng either. I’m a reasonable and merciful man, so I’ll let your Elder go.”

Turning away from Xan, Ash found Jia with his eyes and gestured to her, and left the center stage. This was apparently a fight Jia would be taking up for herself.

Wasting no time, Jia leapt down from her seat. Gliding through the air and landing on the central stage.

She didn’t present Xan with a martial salute; instead, she walked ten feet away from him—a normal distance for a duel—and then she readied herself.

“Jia Sheng the Bound, once Jia Fu, is ready for this duel,” she called out. Water swelled around her and began to form. Shifting, stretching, thickening, and thinning, all at the same time, in multiple directions.

Taking up position at the edge, Ash let his left hand remain behind his back, his right hanging down at his side. He would watch without interfering. He had absolute faith in Jia.

Xan pulled out a spear and held it out in front of himself. As if it were all he needed to fight Jia directly. A faint glow of yellow and green began to trail away from the steel tip of it.

It was clearly some type of enchanted weapon.

An older man of the Nie faction leapt from his seat and took up a position similar to Ash’s behind Xan.

Then Xan shot forward. A thrust of his spear jabbed out in front of him at blazing speed. It was fast enough that Ash couldn’t deny it was an entirely lethal and aggressive attack.

Jia had a brief look of surprise on her face and then lifted herself off the ground with the water. Her body shifted as she did so. One arm coming forward, the other backward, and her legs swinging upward. Her bootheels now pointed to the sky as her hair fluttered about her in the water.

The water around her shot forward and met Xan directly. Multiple strands of it wrapped around the spear shaft, and others went to grasp at Xan directly.

Spinning his spear, the young man dodged backward immediately. Though in a way that Ash hadn’t expected.

In giving his spear a twirl, he stuck the end of it into the ground and shoved. Causing himself to tumble end over end through the air and land a good twenty feet away from Jia.

Her water had been dispersed in the attack, but all it’d done was cause it to flow backward. Even as other tendrils went forward in an equal and opposite reaction.

Fricking fluid dynamics. It was always a really weird mental place to go to.

Jia’s body moved down to the bottom of her water column even as it rolled forward. Multiple tendrils and spears of the water glided forward toward Xan.

As if realizing he was at a disadvantage, the Nie heir spun the spear around himself, then swung it toward Jia. Several bright yellow bolts of Qi shot forward. All of them aimed at where Jia was currently.

Yet not one even touched her. Her body had rolled through the water in a way that reminded Ash of getting stuck in a wave at the beach. Where you get tumbled along as it dragged you across the sand.

In Jia’s case, she ended up doing a sliding motion across the ground of the arena, her chest lightly grazing the ground with how close she was to it. All of Xan’s projectiles shot right through her water construction and exited the other side.

Each part of the water construct that was hit turned into a bubbling morass of water, then evaporated into steam. As if it’d been struck with so much heat that it instantly boiled.

Jia slid to the side, rolled head over heels, and pushed her hands against the ground. Shooting herself upward to the top of her water creation and coming out the top of it.

As she exited, she spun, her arms spreading out in front of her.

Two different balls of water came free from her hands. Though Ash couldn’t tell at this distance, he got the distinct impression it looked like water but was likely more akin to ice.

Slipping back into the water after her spin, Jia slid through her construct and ended up on the backside middle of it as it flowed across the ground.

Both orbs slapped into Xan, and Ash got his answer. They struck him but blew apart. They were entirely water and fluid only. Though likely a bit firmer than just water by itself.

Not waiting, Xan pulled his spear behind his back, pushed his left hand out in front of himself, and threw a wall of green Qi toward Jia.

A wide smile crossed Jia’s face, and she wove to the side at the edge of her water, while the rest of it made a strange O shape. The square wall of Qi passed right through the opening and into nothing, while Jia’s water reformed its shape.

Jia slid through the water, tumbling one way with a spin, and her arms flinging out as she did so. Two more balls of water shot straight at Xan.

Bringing his spear about, Xan knocked one to the side, then the second one straight up. Yet each split as he struck them, water splashing across him. Spraying across his shoulders and head for the latter, and his legs and feet for the former.

Squawking, Xan jumped away from that spot. As if there were a problem, only to hit the ground and roll around on it.

“Ah, yes, the lazy-donkey roll,” Ash remarked to himself. “What a stunning defense.”

Xan came up off the ground and seemed to be alright now. He’d rubbed himself against the stones in what Ash assumed was an attempt to get the water off. Wherever it’d struck him, his skin had become bright red, or his clothes had partially melted away.

Acid-like water. That’s just rough.

Not hesitating, and appearing actually somewhat brave, Xan charged forward again. His spear moved forward in a series of rapid thrusts. Each one created an explosive detonation at the point where it struck.

Apparently, Jia assumed it was definitely dangerous and had leapt free from her summoned Qi water. She launched out of it like a dolphin breaching the seascape and flipped backward.

She landed on her feet as the spear struck the water. It didn’t do much other than pierce it.

Except a second after that, it let off an explosion.

A concentration that detonated at the tip of the spear and caused the water to roil violently and blow outward in every direction.

It left behind an open hole, which then closed with a loud clap. Followed by a great deal of bubbles.

Did it cavitate, the water rush to fill the gap, and then generate heat? That’s kinda cool.

Scary dangerous, but cool.

Jia clearly had an idea about it.

This is a very dangerous fight.

Very much not a duel for honor or sport, but… much worse.

Jia can’t kill him, given our position, but it feels fairly clear that Xan is perfectly happy maiming or killing her.

Ash chewed at the inside of his cheek. He really didn’t like the way this was turning out. To be sure, he knew it’d be violent, but he hadn’t expected the man to try to outright kill Jia.

Turning his gaze to the Elder, Ash looked him over. Wondering how he’d react to his kin looking to outright kill Jia. He raised an eyebrow as the Elder met his gaze.

“Xan!” hissed the Elder, clearly realizing that everyone was watching. That everyone from the City Lord and the Realm Lord’s Envoy, all the way down to the lowest Refiner, watched Xan try to murder someone in a duel that wasn’t meant to be fatal.

Jia hadn’t stopped, though. Her hands began to windmill about herself, and long ribbons of water grew out from her. As she moved one arm one way, the other came around in a controlled yet equal way. Two long whips of water grew out from her arms, and they snaked outward.

Then she flicked her arms, one then the other, toward Xan. Who had paled slightly at his Elder’s correction and then rushed forward once more.

The first whip of water cracked against Xan’s spear and knocked it partially to the side. Her second whip came around half a second later and knocked the spear upward, and pushed the tip backwards.

In the next moment, Xan’s momentum and rushing force worked against him.

The butt of the spear stuck into the ground, and Xan tried to keep going.

He ended up pole-vaulting himself forward over his own spear and crashing into the ground on his face.

Ash watched as Xan attempted to slow himself down by using his nose and lips as a physical brake against the ground. Or at least, that’s how Ash saw it.

Everyone else likely just saw Xan sliding across the ground on his face.

Jia lifted both of her whips, which transformed into wide, heavy-looking clubs, and slammed both of them down atop Xan. Enveloping him in the thick Water Qi.

Before he could react, Jia jerked him off the ground, and Xan was airborne. Airborne and inside of her water.

He began to thrash about, kicking, flailing, and clearly screaming. Bubbles left his mouth quickly after it opened. His spear drifted away from him as he tried to swim from inside the water.

“I consider the duel over,” Ash called out loudly, looking at the Elder. “Do you consider it finished, Elder Nie?”

“I consider the duel over!” agreed the Elder quickly.

Without much more than a flick of her hand, Jia released Xan. The water around him vanished, giving him a chance to breathe.

Twenty feet above the ground.

With a short wail, Xan fell to the ground and bounced after he slammed into the stones. He lay still on the ground, though Ash was quite happy to see him breathing in and out.

“Now! More duels and exhibition matches,” Ash called out, and clapped his hands. “I personally will welcome anyone to spar with me. Especially with basic martial arts! I have many known martial arts in my repertoire and can use them all, and will be happy to teach them during the match.”

Walking over to the center of the area, Ash smiled and looked out at the crowd.

“Oh, Elder Nie… I’ll be by to pick out the Nie daughter I’ll be keeping as a clan-servant later. Do make sure they’re all available for me to pick from. I’d hate to go back to the City Lord and Realm Lord’s Envoy later to see if the counted number of daughters matches the registry!”

Ash then smiled and held a hand out to Jia, who had joined him.

“Jia Sheng the Bound, originally of the Fu family, everyone. One of my wives!” Ash called out.

Xiuying rushed out from where she was in the stands and took up Ash’s left arm. He had no idea why she had decided to be there, but he wouldn’t argue it.

“This is Xiuying Sheng, another of my lovely wives,” he called out, wondering if this was what Xiu was looking to have happen. “Now… let’s have those duels and exhibition fights! This is a ceremony after all! That means it’s a celebration!”

“Hi! Hi! Yes! Hello!” Xiuying said, waving her hand quickly at everyone, completely forgetting the fan she held in her other hand. “I’m Xiu, Fortune’s Chosen! My husband is Lord Sheng, a Chosen One. I’m his wife, and I’m pregnant!”

Oooookay.

That’s like just pulling out all the aces straight out of the deck and then laying them down on the table.

I can’t imagine that—

Ash looked around and noted there were a great many surprised and shocked-looking faces. People who seemed absolutely unsure of how to respond to it.

“We’re having a boy,” Xiuying said with a rapid-fire giggle and a bounce. “Anyway. Exhibition fights! Cactus juice!”

Xiuying put an arm around Ash’s neck, kissed his cheek, and her foot popped up behind her.


Nine

Right now, Ash stood at the edge of the amphitheater watching everyone move about his sect.

Just after the duel between Jia and the Nie family, Ash had drifted off to the side and watched the exhibition fights with Xiuying.

There were impressive things, and they demonstrated great ability and skill.

It, however, did remind Ash of just how limited his resources were. He didn’t have enough people at the right levels. There were just enough Brides and Cultivators to fill all the upper sect positions they needed.

Just barely.

There were more than enough Brides to fill the lower ranks of the sect and all the chores and jobs that would need to be handled.

That left Ash with almost no one extra to do any other jobs or tasks at a high level. There was no veteran talent, high skills, or Brides left to take up any other mission.

This expansion was what they needed; it was required for their growth, yet at the same time, these were serious growing pains.

They would genuinely need more recruits on this plane. Those who likely have pre-existing connections and dispositions that might lead them to be able to cultivate a better Dao.

A better Dao paired with a preset mentality that would allow them to reach the Mortal cultivation range more quickly.

Or even further with less friction.

Ash could take those from his original realm and make them great. He could build them up to the point that they would reach their natural peaks. The highest that they could get to.

That didn’t change the fact that there would be those who could simply do better, go further, and go faster. Individuals who just started further ahead or had a shorter distance to go.

Especially when it came to their chosen Dao and how to approach the world. He couldn’t help them with that no matter what he would wish.

Pressing a hand to his head, Ash blew out a breath. It was a lot to think about.

He was genuinely a bit mentally exhausted with everything going on. His offer to teach martial arts to anyone who wished went untaken. As if martial arts lectures weren’t even worth asking him about.

Nor did anyone actually take him up on a duel or a fight.

It was as if no one wanted to actually step up and challenge him in any way.

After that, he’d come up with Xiuying and remained.

A visible sect leader, available to speak with.

Waiting to show off his penultimate move.

Restoring Shuang’s Dantian.

It’d be done moments before the City Lord and Realm Lord’s Envoy would be welcomed to properly sign the sect’s commission paperwork for the ceremony.

“You’re just too strong,” Xiuying said brightly and patted him on his shoulder. “A Chosen one married to a Fortune’s Chosen is almost certainly guaranteed to be filled with lucky encounters, fortunate meetings, and trump cards.”

I… oh.

Yes.

I suppose they just don’t want to be on my radar.

That means that I need to personally seek out… debts and relationships with other people of influence.

Family Elders, Sect lords, the City Lord, and the Realm Lord’s Envoy.

It’s not really just me pushing forward on my own anymore. I need to grow the wave behind me.

That’s how I establish momentum here.

“More or less, so I’d agree! The auction is going well, by the way. We’re making okay money. Not great money, but okay money. We’re not able to produce things they don’t have, but we are able to create and sell things they want. The situation might change later if transference papers become scarce, but… they’re not at this time.

“The ones they have seem lesser in quality, but the prices are also lower. Unless we want a race to the bottom, we can’t push too hard.”

Ash could only nod his head to that and watch as everyone moved around the sect.

“I wonder what family I should call upon first?” Ash asked aloud, as if he were speaking to himself. “I was considering the Fu family, or the Huzhi.”

“Nie,” Xiuying chirped with a nod of her head. “They already left. You’ll need to go collect the daughter. After that, Fu, then Huzhi. That’s what I think, at least. I’ll go to the Fu first. I think they’ll be very kind to us now. Oh, speaking of, isn’t it time to fix Shuang? You should invite sect heads, family elders, the City Lord, and the Realm Lord’s Envoy to watch up close.”

With a glance at Xiuying, Ash felt he couldn’t argue with her suggestion. If she was suggesting it, it meant a great deal. An opportunity for them both.

Because at every turn, every change, Xiuying introduced herself as Ash’s Fortune’s Chosen. She was his wife. It was clear and obvious that she was attempting to leverage her own fortune as his.

“Yes, dear,” Ash allowed with a grin.

Xiuying squeaked, grinned at him, then patted him on the chest.

“I’m going to go see the Fu family, ta-ta for now darling,” Xiuying gleefully got out, kissed him, then bounced away.

Only to lightly bounce off a Bride, stumble to the side, slam into a tree, then end up stumbling away. She quickly picked herself back up and scurried off. Not even waiting for the Bride or Ash to see if she was okay.

Moving down to the amphitheater and the center of the sect, Ash tucked his left hand behind his back and came to stop at the exact position he’d been at earlier. He then looked to the side and found Shuang heading his way. She had clearly been told by someone to head toward Ash.

She was wearing nothing more than a simple, nearly skin tight, long sleeved robe that would cover her from ankle to wrist. There would be no hiding anything on her person, but they could at least give her some modesty in it.

Tapping into the formations, Ash allowed his voice to be carried to the entirety of the sect.

“Good afternoon. I hope you’ve been enjoying our ceremony. We’ll now be reconstructing the shattered Dantian of Shuang Fu, followed by the ceremony itself,” Ash said. “I would welcome a family Elder from each family, sect leaders, the City Lord, and the Realm Lord’s Envoy to come watch if they wish. From only a few feet away. They would be welcome to inspect Shuang Fu as well to ensure that there is no chicanery or trickery going on.”

Ash had added the last part to make sure this was remembered correctly. That it wasn’t him doing something to fudge the results or starting with an already repaired Dantian.

Summoning a table of simple wood, on four simple legs, Ash gestured to it as Shuang reached him.

Without a word, she clambered up onto it and then lay still atop it, facing the sky.

Before Ash could think about how long he’d be waiting, multiple men, and even a few women arrived. Having jumped, flown, or used mobility arts to arrive here. They’d done so with such speed that Ash genuinely was once more reminded that he was a powerful person in many ways, but there were still those who could give him a fight.

A situation where he’d likely win eight or nine times in ten, but there was still the off-chance that they had something up their sleeve that’d cause him true distress.

“Welcome,” Ash said smoothly, looking to the assembled individuals. Two more arrived, and Ash turned to look around. He didn’t see any more heading his way. Then he looked back at those who had gathered. “You are welcome to inspect Shuang Fu. You will note she does not have an active Dantian. There are clearly remnants of one, as if she had one that was destroyed.

“There is no Qi in her body, she holds no talismans or treasures, her body is unremarkable in a martial artist’s sense. She has all the appropriate meridians as well as their widths and depths.

“There is no acting or lingering effects of elixirs or spell-work, and she is as you see her, as she was her whole life.”

Ash gestured to Shuang, who was looking around nervously at all the people around her.

The Great Elder of the Fu stepped up beside Ash, watching Shuang quietly.

Many other Elders and Masters all gathered around her. One of the women laid a hand against Shuang’s lower abdomen.

“She does indeed have a shattered Dantian,” murmured the woman, staring off into nothing. There was an odd coiling sensation around the woman. It left Ash feeling a sensation of a serpent in a way. One that could bite an arm or coil protectively about it. “There are tiny fragments that can hold Qi for a moment, but nothing longer than a moment. This is not something that can be fixed.”

The woman lifted her hand and turned to face Ash.

“You claim otherwise?” she added.

“I do. I will be able to reconstruct it,” he confirmed.

“It is obliterated,” stated someone else, looking to Ash with a sharp gaze. The man felt as if he were a drawn blade. “This is not something you can just… fix.”

“Yet it is. I’m not a Qi Healer, but I am a man of many talents,” Ash answered. Answered as Lord Sheng would. “Now… shall I begin, or would you like to inspect her more? You are welcome to watch and monitor as I fix it, of course.”

The collective group of people all looked at Ash like he was crazy.

“Please do,” said the City Lord with a smile. He was the only non-cultivator here, and he seemed to be perfectly at ease at the moment. It wasn’t ‘impossible’ to him as he didn’t understand what was happening.

Ash stepped up to Shuang and then laid his hands on her lower stomach. Carefully, without exposing much of her flesh, he pulled the robe back. Just enough to expose the spot her Dantian would be below.

It wasn’t actually there, of course, but being in the meta-physical location where it originated would allow him the greatest room to work.

Reaching out with his left hand, he held out a pill to the gathered onlookers.

“It will put her into a deep sleep,” Ash explained. “I will be forced to cut into her, and her Dantian’s reassembly will be painful. You may inspect it if you wish.”

“It’s just a sleeping pill,” grumbled the woman even as they all turned to look at her. “Potent but nothing more. Continue. Please.”

Ash dropped it into Shuang’s mouth, or more accurately, beneath her tongue, when she opened it for him. He had warned her of this. Then she shifted around, closed her eyes, and lay still. The pill dissolved directly under the tongue.

Ash waited for roughly a minute, then prodded at her cheek.

Shuang didn’t respond.

Hesitating no more, Ash neatly sliced open her skin, bound her flesh with Qi so that she would not bleed, then slid his hands into her lower stomach.

He extended his awareness to her as the Lord Sheng.

At the same time, he took hold of his Dao.

As Lord Sheng, the One Emperor and the holder of the Dao of Momentum, Ash forcefully grasped at one of the many fragments of her Dantian. His hands were inside Shuang’s body. Nearly holding her womb in his hands.

“You dare defy the heavens?” asked someone.

“A frog in a well,” offered another.

Ash merely smiled and set the first small, shattered piece in the correct position.

No sooner had he done so than he felt an immediate response from Shuang.

A change.

As if a very light breeze came through for only an instant.

Taking another piece, Ash settled it down next to the first, where it belonged in truth. Using his hold of his Dao as well as his own realization of himself as Lord Sheng, he wound several Qi stitches through the shards. Binding them together.

Another hint of a wind came through his awareness.

Or perhaps it could be seen as a single drop of rain on a desert plain.

But that was how things changed.

Momentum always had to begin somewhere.

I am the snowflake coming down the mountain.

The stray thought made Ash smile. He was once again at the start.

Steadily.

Slowly.

He rebuilt Shuang’s Dantian.

Piece by piece, layering it atop itself, Qi stitching it, he worked in a realm that wasn’t physical.

Shuang’s momentum grew with each minuscule addition.

Ash noted that at some point, Xiuying, Jia, and Mei came and held the formal Ceremony for the sect. The City Lord and Realm Lord’s Envoy vanished only briefly, then returned.

Chalking that up to losing track of time, Ash paid it no more mind. He worked diligently on Shuang and pieced the young woman’s Dantian back together.

What had been a shattered core was no more.

A light breeze had become a windstorm. The momentum of the young woman was growing far more so than Ash expected it to.

Even without asking, he could tell that her Dao would be linked to the Wind, or Air. Her abilities would be born of that expectation. Whatever was in her mind, whatever her belief system and understanding of the world, was founded in the concept of Air and Wind.

There was a single thought of ‘curious’ from Ash, which vanished as he slid another shattered piece back into her Dantian and stitched it in.

Then after a handful more attachments, almost as if it were a surprise, Ash finished. Settling the last fragment into place and sealing it there.

A click sounded from Ash’s senses, and a windstorm rose up all around him. Whipping the hair and clothes of everyone about him. Sending fabric and hair ribbons tumbling about.

Only to instantly die out.

“And it’s done,” Ash croaked and looked around. He only now realized it was deep at night. The process had taken him much more time than he’d planned for.

“Th-thank you,” whimpered Shuang.

Blinking, Ash looked to the young woman. His hands were still inside her abdomen. She was pale and trembling softly. Her eyes were wide open and staring at him.

“Thank you, Lord Sheng,” Shuang whispered. Her words carried weight as she spoke. As though the breath coming from her was empowered.

Rou smoothly slid in next to Ash and bumped him to the side with a hip. She immediately began working on closing Shuang back up.

Leaving Ash to stand there with his hands feeling suddenly cold, looking at the wide-eyed Sect leaders, Elders, and a shocked Realm Lord’s Envoy.

“As you can see,” Ash stated. “I can repair a Dantian. This was a severe case, but… it is not the first time I’ve done such things. I am… I’m very tired. I will bid you all a goodnight and retire.”

“Lord Sheng,” called a voice. It sounded very much like the older woman who had put her hand on Shuang. “The Great Healer Hall welcomes you and your sect to our city. Would you please come by tomorrow to discuss sect relations?”

“Yes,” added the man who had the sword-like feeling. “The Whispering Sword Pavilion would also welcome you tomorrow to discuss sect relations.”

“Of course,” Ash said, suddenly remembering Xiuying’s earlier statement. “I’m due to meet several families tomorrow, so I will make time in my schedule to meet your sects as well.”

“There’s a tournament,” stated one of the others. They seemed to be a sect leader, but Ash couldn’t get a strong feeling from them. They had an odd and soft-spoken tongue. “We would be pleased if you joined us, of course. It’s really just a Dragons and Phoenixes tournament, though with a caveat. Only those who have become a cultivator for less than twelve months may enter.

“It’s meant to test the ability of a sect to produce new Cultivators. How sturdy and well put together they are. It would be good to see the newest sect compete there.”

Ash couldn’t help but feel like there was more to the tournament, but he also got the impression it was exactly what the man had said.

“I, Jae Muyung of the Muyung family, formally invite you,” said the man who had described the tournament. His words had been well-mannered, but even then, Ash felt there was more there. “Will you attend, Lord Sheng?”

“Of course,” Ash answered easily. It would be another great opportunity to show off the Sheng Sect. That they were a viable sect, and one would do well to join them. “I will participate. I thank you for the invitation. When is the tournament?”

“In roughly eight months,” answered the woman from the Great Healer Hall. “Obviously you will be at a disadvantage, so it won’t be completely outside of expectation for you to… not perform well. As well as being a new sect.”

“Yes,” the Whispering Sword Pavilion leader agreed. “Not an expectation or a concern.”

Well, those two seem to be on my side.

Though the others seem eager.

Strange.

This must be a debt and a relationship at the same time.

They most likely want to put me in my place as a Sect leader, as well as my sect. This is fine.

It’s an opportunity.

Debts and relations.

“Are we making wagers?” Ash asked with a wolfish grin. He found that this realm was challenging. Challenging and rewarding.

A test to be exploited.

“Of course,” the Realm Lord’s Envoy said. “We’ve all put in wagers on what we’re willing to bet against the other. Though those were all wagers assuming we had twelve months. Your own wager would… either be too little, or too much.”

“That’s fine, that’s fine,” Ash said with a chuckle and a wave of his hand. “Send me a contract later with the wagers listed. I’ll suggest my own wager, and you can tell me if it’s satisfactory or not. I’m very excited to be part of this and to be part of the competition.

“Is it only newer Cultivators? I ask because if there are other competitions based on the length of cultivation, I’d love to enter those, as well.”

“Well,” began Jae, looking thoughtful. “There are other competitions, but… your sect would have no time at all. There are the five years and under Cultivators as the next bracket.”

“Ah! That could be exciting,” Ash said, grinning from ear to ear at the others. He decided to hit them with something they likely weren’t expecting. “I haven’t been cultivating for five years. I’d be delighted to join! That sounds like a lot of fun.”

All the sect leaders, the Elders, and even the Realm Lord’s Envoy were staring at Ash in a strange way now. As if he’d sprung multiple tails, painted a grin on his face, and proceeded to take their coin purses away.

“You’re not… you did not return to your youth?” asked one of the others nearby. They didn’t seem particularly old, so Ash assumed they were a sect leader. “Ah, I am from the Golden Thought Sect. My name is Liang Zhuga.”

“No… I have not. I am as you see me. I think I’m… twenty? Twenty-one? I genuinely can’t remember. Time has flown by quickly,” Ash admitted. “But I have not returned to youth, nor have I been cultivating for more than five years.

“Though I suspect you’re going to tell me I’m disallowed from participating in that tournament. I wouldn’t blame you. It just wouldn’t be fair to them.”

Ash said it with a wide smile. Looking around at all the shocked faces.


Ten

Ash drummed the fingers of his left hand against his palm behind his back. The morning sun, just shortly after sunrise, was beating down on his left side.

Below him was a group of people.

They were arrayed across the interior of the sect’s grounds. All of them were young people. Some were as young as little more than ten or eleven, in fact.

Disciples to join the Sheng Sect.

There weren’t as many new disciples as Ash had wished for, though not as few as he feared there might be. It wasn’t a massive success, but it wasn’t a failure.

This was somewhere between both possibilities.

Which, really, given their single exhibition for the ceremony, and recent arrival, was pretty good. Given the entirety of what the possible outcomes were, this wasn’t bad.

“Well,” Ash murmured as he looked out at all the students. He was standing atop a central building dubbed ‘Administration’ and generally viewed as the sect leaders’ dwelling, where all decisions originated. “Things are moving and moving well. Less than we hoped, more than we feared, and a sturdy and well-placed first step.

“I suppose I’ll need to uphold my end of being the sect leader and go visit people. My calendar has me visiting Nie, Fu, and Huzhi. But… I don’t think I should go collect the daughter of Clan Nie. Nor should I go see the Fu.

“I feel that I need to prioritize my time. I should go see the Huzhi, The Great Healer Hall, The Whispering Sword Pavilion, and the Muyung family.”

Turning away from the disciples, Ash looked at Jia, Na, Mei, and Xiuying. Tala and Moira were watching over things in the lower realm, and most everyone else was here getting the new sect up and running.

This sect was heavy with investment, and they would need to ensure it was moving in the right direction. They only had one chance to make this happen in a reasonable timeframe.

If the sect failed, they’d be pushed back from establishing a presence in this realm that was more than the norm. It would, of course, push back taking over the realm even further.

The sect and all that went into it were quite literally the focus of the Sheng in a way that tied up many resources.

Like people.

“Xiu, I think you should go speak with the Fu. Jia to the Nie. I’ll go speak with the Huzhi with Na and Mei,” Ash suggested, looking around at them.

“Alrighty!” Xiuying chirped out with a bounce. “I think that’ll be just as good!”

Ash was grateful for that. He was nervous about changing Xiuying’s plans and suggestions.

“Any concerns, Locke?” Ash continued while looking to her. “I’m sure you were monitoring everyone while they were in the sect. I’m sure you even shared everything with everyone already. I’m late to this because I went straight to bed after I fixed Shuang. Speaking of, is she well?”

“No concerns,” Locke said with a shake of her head.

“My sister is very well,” Jia added, her nose wrinkling in an odd way. “I must confess that her ability and mindset are greater than my own. Her talent is the same as mine, maybe a smidgen less, but her Dantian is much larger. Her willpower is greater. Her mindset is… like the wind howling at a mountain. It will never stop. It will never cease. It will eventually grind it down.

“It is frustrating, but I am also glad for her. My sister has been repaired and set upon a path that was stolen from her. I worry about the fact that her Dantian was shattered.”

“Yes. That speaks to a problem in the Fu family,” agreed Ash. “Who would shatter the Dantian of a baby so soon after birth that no one would’ve even realized she had one. That she was quite literally ‘without one’. Not that she had one, and it was destroyed.”

Jia’s eyes went wide as Ash spoke his thoughts aloud.

Apparently, she hadn’t truly considered what Shuang’s situation meant.

Someone had destroyed a child’s Dantian before the family knew it existed.

That meant whoever delivered the baby, or the people who assisted while Jia’s mother was pregnant, were the culprits. There couldn’t be any other possibility given the situation as a whole.

“I… see,” whispered Jia. “Xiu would be best to send with that in mind.”

Yes, because she’ll find it without meaning to.

So long as she agrees.

If she agrees, it’ll likely happen. If not, then she’s in too much danger.

“I’ll go!” Xiu said, holding her hands up beside herself with a sharp nod of her head. Then she laughed, let her arms fall, and then sighed. “If only because… because I need to do my most for you here. My most. Because I don’t think I can leave this realm to help you. I’ll be like Rou, but not even that helpful. I’m sorry.”

Ash really didn’t want to think about that statement too long right now.

Mostly because Xiu was right.

There were going to be a number of people who couldn’t climb further with him.

Not without a lucky break.

This realm was already pushing his people to the limits of catching up to him and assisting with the Sect.

Chunhua, Hui, and you, Locke, are like the three guaranteed.

Who… who else will… probably make it?

“Sweetie, I can answer you honestly, without gilding it, but it won’t be fun,” Locke answered quietly inside of his mind.

Na and Mei were discussing what to do about the Nie family with Jia, even as Ash listened to Locke.

Please.

“Na probably won’t leave this realm if we’re being honest. Her Dao was already partially splintered by all that happened to her and her family. It’s reformed well, but it was never destined to be that great.

“Mei and Jia… I would’ve said fifty-fifty on both, until recently. It really comes down to whether Mei can expand upon her Dao. It’s… it’s hard. It’s not something everyone can do. Ren will make it as well, by the way.

“Jia will be able to move with you I would bet at this point. Your little nudge to her Dantian has seemingly set it into literal motion. You put momentum into it with that light bump.

“Rou will be able to move up by virtue of her talent as a Qi Healer, but not her power.

“Xiu won’t move up. If ever.

“Tala and Moira won’t. They technically don’t have a Dao. This realm is the extent of where they’ll end up, but… even now… it’s hard for them.”

You didn’t mention Siu.

“Oh, she’ll make it,” Locke said, followed by an immediate laugh. Then a huff. “She’s been growing faster as of late because you’re ‘Lord Sheng’ now. There’s also a whole lot of nasty thoughts that a great many of the Brides are flinging your way. She doesn’t collect those, but the fact that they exist empowers her. Her and Ren both, really.”

So… Hui is likely going to lose her partner in the little race to the top?

“Siu will slide in and partner with her. I was more of a temporary partner for Siu since there wasn’t anyone for her to go buddy-cop film with. Our bond won’t end when Hui and Siu partner, I will remain her sister, but it would be better for her to have someone to plan with. Hui and Siu will suit each other well.”

“—find who we should take,” Na stated formally and bowed her head to Ash. “Lord Sheng, husband, I will not fail in this matter.”

Uh?

“Oh! That’s nice. You going with Jia should help!” Xiu declared. Ash had apparently missed part of the conversation. It seemed that Na would be going with Jia to find the Nie daughter of their choice.

Oh. That means I’m going alone with Mei.

Looking at the beautiful ‘older sister’ to so many Brides, Ash smiled at her.

She smiled back immediately, watching him.

***

“Greetings. I’m sect master Lord Sheng, of the Sheng Sect,” Ash said to the man who had come to the door of the Huzhi family estate. “I’ve come with one of my wives, Mei Sheng. Is an Elder or the Patriarch of the Huzhi available for a discussion?”

The servant at the door seemed flustered and somewhat shocked at Ash’s arrival. As well as suspicious.

Not that Ash could blame the man.

Ash didn’t look like a “Lord Sheng” outwardly because of his age. His clothes and style matched the title, though.

Ah, yes. I’m not… displaying myself accordingly.

Slowly, Ash released his death grip on his power. Something he didn’t often relinquish. He let his full power radiate outward. The true strength he carried around with himself so that others could feel it.

He had hidden it so long, so often, that it was strange to unclench.

A breath held so long that one had forgotten how to breathe.

“Of course,” mumbled the servant, hesitating, then pushed the door open. “Please, won’t you come in to the guest pavilion? I will, of course, notify them immediately of your arrival.”

“That would be lovely, thank you. I admit I have arrived unannounced and unplanned, so I am not expecting anything,” Ash confessed and confirmed, moving past the large entry gate with Mei on his arm. “Please, lead the way.”

Nodding, the servant took Ash straight away to the side and into a pavilion that was rather rich and well-appointed. No sooner had Mei seated herself than the man scurried off.

Ash took the seat next to her and looked around.

They were here to get a feel for the city and its inhabitants. Part of that was understanding the families, the clans, and the sects. To figure out who was in what pecking order and at what level.

Right now, Ash and his sect had already made a bit of a name for themselves but were mostly unknown. Everything came down to what Locke had said.

Debts and relationships.

He needed the latter right now, which was why he was here.

The sect itself wouldn’t be able to stand against everything or everyone. Ash needed a group to slide into and become one of.

A servant that Ash hadn’t seen yet came rushing into the pavilion.

“I’m so sorry, but… Lord Sheng, the Huzhi Elders cannot meet with you. They’re currently hosting the Orthodox Assembly. However!” the servant put in quickly. “However, the Orthodox Assembly has asked for you to join them. Invited and requested. Though your wife… isn’t invited.

“The spouses of guests and members aren’t invited. It’s merely heads and heads alone. It is a meeting to be held in secrecy and privacy.”

Ash gave a click of his tongue and then glanced at Mei.

Who was already standing up and lightly brushing off her rather flattering robe. Then, without waiting, she helped Ash to his feet, patted his rear, kissed him once, and then left.

“Have a good meeting, Lord Sheng, husband,” called Mei as she departed.

“Well… lead me there then,” Ash murmured and looked at the servant. “I would be happy to attend the Orthodox Assembly as the sect leader of the Sheng Sect.”

The servant bowed their head once and then left. Moving away deeper into the Huzhi family grounds. They looked back only once to ensure that Ash was following and then kept going once they confirmed it.

As he walked, Ash had to struggle not to hide his power. Not to sink it deep into himself and tuck it away. It needed to be front and center; otherwise, people wouldn’t be looking at him in the way he wished.

Any thoughts, Locke?

“Not right now. I honestly didn’t even feel anyone’s power levels nearby,” she warned him. She sounded cautious. “This is entirely new territory for us. We’re not… as strong as we were previously. We’ve once again been set back, just as we were when you were sent to prison.”

Yes. It does seem like I’ve been bumped back again. Oh well.

We ebb and flow; such is momentum. It can’t always be forward, otherwise it wouldn’t be true momentum after all.

There was a noise that sounded like agreement from the Hall. Locke didn’t have a verbal response but was still responding. Followed by a laugh.

“Everything is going well, but… it just feels like we’re so… poor? Poor is the word,” Locke stated. “I hate starting over. We’ve had to scramble up so many mountains. Over and over.”

It’s always a climb, Locke Sheng.

I’m afraid we—

Ash let his thoughts trail away, even as he entered the room where the servant had brought him. It’d looked like a very simple pavilion from the outside.

Now that he was on the inside of it, though, Ash felt like it was truly massive.

Massive, sprawling, filled with food, drink, and music. Music that seemed to come from nowhere yet was everywhere. As well as a great deal of floral scents and spices that smelled quite nice.

Looking around, Ash found there was a group of around fourteen people. All of them sat at a circular table littered with scrolls, papers, food, drink, and even an abacus.

He now knew why Locke hadn’t sensed anything as well. This entire area was operating under a very strong and long-standing formation.

“Greetings,” Ash said and bowed at the waist to them while also holding one hand up in a martial salute. It was a simple thing, holding two fingers up, pointing toward his left shoulder with his right hand. He’d decided he needed a specific way to greet people to be different. He knew it would likely catch on with the Sheng Sect, but he was fine with that. “I am Lord Sheng of the Sheng Sect. I’m grateful for the invitation. I did not expect to find you all here. I was attempting to meet people today, now that the ceremony was concluded.”

Curiously, neither the City Lord nor the Realm Lord’s Envoy was part of the gathering.

Though Ash did note he saw the woman from the Great Healer Hall, the Whispering Sword Pavilion Sect Leader, and Jae Muyung of the Muyung family.

Additionally, the Fu clan Patriarch was here.

A man in his forties came over quickly to Ash; he had a wide smile and looked somehow deeply pleased with the situation. He returned a bow Ash was unfamiliar with, but it seemed quite familiar to others he’d seen since entering this realm. It seemed every sect, family, or establishment had its own.

He was suddenly glad he’d come up with one for himself.

“Lord Sheng, I, Xi-Xan Huzhi, am pleased to welcome you into my home, and into the Orthodox Assembly. We were just discussing whether we should extend you an invite when you graced me with your visit,” said the man. His hair was pale brown that lent itself to reflecting light. His eyes were quite dark, and he was smooth-shaven.

“Of course,” Ash replied with an easy-going smile. “Though I will confess I don’t know what the Orthodox Assembly is. This is the first I’ve heard of it. I was one of the last people through the gate from the lower realm, and things were very strange when I arrived. I fled, hid, and remained waiting for my family to arrive. Then decided to move ahead with the plan anyway.

“I have very little ‘cultural’ knowledge of this realm. Please forgive my lack. I can only offer my apologies, consider it a debt, and perhaps repay it with knowledge at a later time of a similar value.”

There was a moment where it felt as if they collectively blinked even as they watched Ash.

“Of course,” stated Xi-Xan with a chuckle. He put a hand on Ash’s shoulder and led him over to the table. “It’s very simple. We are all leaders of various Orthodox factions. Our city as a whole is part of the Orthodox faction.

“There are other cities that support the Orthodox faction. There are cities that don’t support it and merely exist as they are. We call those Unorthodox Path cities. They don’t typically work with anyone outside their city, but our Assembly works with all cities that are part of it. This is just our personal Assembly, in a greater assembly.”

Interesting.

Alright then.

Though I do wonder if it wouldn’t be prudent to start sending out feelers. Even if they’re just low-ranked people who can access the Hall and escape. We should send them to go take a look and see what the Unorthodox Path is like.

We could easily attempt to set up a sect or family in those cities and see about expanding.

Or maybe it’s more than what the Orthodox Assembly knows, and it’s something more centralized.

“I definitely think we need to go look into it. You’re absolutely right, hubby,” Locke said cheerfully. “I’ll start putting together infiltration groups to go look.”

Did the Knights ever figure out how to use artifacts to teleport away? Like the Brides?

I don’t think they did.

I suppose we’ll need to send out Refiner ranks or low Mortals to go see what’s going on. Brides, that is.

“Yes, Brides would be ideal due to their ability to use their ring and flee. Then exit elsewhere. I’ll start putting together teams and see what Siu and Hui think.”

Great, have them send me a report about it. I’ll read it over and give final approval later.

With that thought concluded, Ash smiled, dipped his head to Xi-Xan again, and took the seat where the man clearly wanted him to sit.

“You have my deep thanks,” Ash began and then smiled. His sect was new, and most people were thinking of them oddly so far. Mostly, it was Ash’s fault, considering he had his people provide strange food, abilities, and medical procedures unknown to them. It wouldn’t hurt to push that angle because it wouldn’t be a direct threat to the power of those here. “Shall I produce some of the specialty foods my sect can provide? I wouldn’t mind sharing for this situation, and I feel it’s something I can provide easily without too much fuss.”

There was a flicker of looks and emotions that went through those who heard his words.

Confirmation, relief, curiosity, and a host of other things Ash couldn’t identify at all.

When he looked at each person and used Sneaky Peeky, though, he found that he was an equal match, or stronger, than every person here. He was already at a point where he could fight amongst a city’s ‘Assembly’.

Smiling, not waiting for a response, Ash began laying out things he assumed they’d want.

Pizza, sandwiches, Sushi, and soups. As well as a number of sodas.

There were several Brides who simply existed in the modern world to purchase food and drinks, hot and fresh, or chilled to perfection, just to store them away where they wouldn’t go bad, lose heat, or their coldness.

Truth be told, there was something to be said for this style of mercantile business. Logistics wasn’t hard when you could prepare thousands in advance and leave them there.

“Please, enjoy, and… fill me in?” Ash asked, looking around with a somewhat placid smile and picking up a sandwich for himself after loading the table in front of him with a great deal of things.

“I-thank you, Lord Sheng,” Xi-Xan stated with a wide smile and a bow of his head. He took the seat he’d vacated and then sighed. “I will summarize, and we will continue. The very short version of this story is that there are a lot of strange things going on. We’re noticing that many people are simply vanishing in the Assemblies. Vanishing as if they’ve been sucked into a hole.

“On top of that, there’s been a great deal of talk of people simply burning to death out of nowhere. Almost from the inside out at times. With wounds on their body as if they were sliced by a fiery blade.”

Fiery blade… but… is it the Demonic Cultivators?

I mean, we found some in the lower realm, but there were far fewer than we originally expected. Had they all fled here at some point, and we were just battling the leftovers?

Maybe even they hadn’t realized that they were cut off? It didn’t seem like they were panicked by the situation and fought to the death.

We didn’t get a chance to capture many, and the ones we did seemed… bored, in a way.

“Yes. This seems entirely plausible. We all assumed they had fled before we got them. This might just be that confirmation.”

Maybe.

We’ll need to be careful of confirmation bias.

“I see,” Ash said after chewing and then swallowing the bite he’d taken. “That’s quite disconcerting. I assume it started up a few months ago after the portal to the lower and upper realms closed?”

“That’s… yes, yes it did,” said the woman from the Great Healer Hall. “The wounds are self-cauterizing for the most part. They can appear anywhere on the body. I wish I could provide more details about the deaths, but they are often horribly burnt by the time we discover them and have begun to decay.”

Ash could only nod his head at that.

He didn’t offer anything further and instead looked to Xi-Xan.

“With that said, we have a mass Assembly coming to help determine the rankings. They will be held as a tournament for all Assembly members to participate,” Xi-Xan stated. “It is in roughly a month and will take a few days to travel, provided one has the Qi to travel, or flying mounts or constructs.”

Flying mounts and constructs.

With a smile, Ash nodded his head, hiding the fact that this realm was just so very much more than the one he’d come from. Things were only ever changing as he went ever further in the world of Murim.

“That’s where we were. Now… our next order of business is the city’s Qi density,” Xi-Xan declared and then gestured to the Elder of the Golden Thought Sect, Liang.

“Yes, the density has shifted,” confirmed the Zhuga family member. “There is a great deal of Qi flowing straight for the city now. Though it isn’t quite centered on it, a lot of it is coming to it. While I don’t know why it’s happening, I can say for certain it doesn’t seem to be temporary. It’s a boon for us, but also likely a curse.

“The nearby cities will notice soon, and it’s possible we may have to defend the city if only because of the change in the density.”

Oh, uh, yeah.

I hadn’t considered that. I’ll need to shift it a bit so it centers on the city after it passes through the sect. Make it look less like we did it, but that we’re a heavier swirl than others.

“Yes. I overlooked that as well.”

“We cannot do much about it,” grunted a different person with a wave of their hand. “We will continue to research it. We also need to speak about the harvests from the fields. There will be no food shipments from lower or upper, which means we must be entirely self-sufficient.”

Ash continued to eat.

Eat and listen.

This was a font of information and would help him in the future.

Mundane or otherwise.

I need to make sure I go to this… Assembly of Assemblies, too.


Eleven

Ash floated along the road. Levitating off the road, so his boots didn’t touch.

Rather than travel by flying mount, or Qi construct, Ash had traveled with the Assembly by himself by virtue of flying directly. The whole way and only touching the ground to sleep when the group paused for the evening.

The breaks were mostly for the servants who were attending those Ash was moving with; the servants were low-ranked and much closer to normal citizens. They needed much more rest, sleep, and food than the others.

Ash was traveling alone with the Great Healer Hall leader, the Golden Thought Sect’s leader, and the family head of the Hwabe family; his role wasn’t as a combatant. Ash had been invited to come along as support and that he was brand new to the assembly.

In front of him moved all the Qi constructs that’d been flying not too long ago. This city, where the Assembly of Assemblies would be, had a no-flying regulation.

I wonder if levitating counts as flying.

“Probably,” answered Locke immediately. “No one else is levitating.”

Ash looked around and noted that Locke was indeed correct.

Thinking on how to handle this, as walking on foot would most certainly spoil the image of “Lord Sheng”, he came up with a rather stupid, but likely effective, idea.

Ash lifted his hand out to begin channeling Qi, then hesitated.

He wanted to try something else.

Because realistically speaking, if he wanted to expand his understanding of who he was, he needed to challenge his own limits. Limits that he put upon himself mentally or physically.

Grasping hold of his meridians across the whole of his body, Ash pushed with Qi. Attempting to move Qi out at points that felt more conducive to flowing.

Perhaps they weren’t at the ‘correct’ points, but they were where the momentum of the Qi could be diverted easily.

Ash felt it when Qi exited from the tops of his shoulders, the bottom of his spine, and his hips.

Mentally holding to those points, Ash quickly extended multiple tendrils of Qi. Six from his shoulders and four from his hips. The one that came out of his spine, he split into two.

In several seconds, he’d thickened them into spider-like legs, had them touch the ground, and cut his flying off. Letting the spider legs carry him along the road, high above everyone else.

Ash was a good ten feet off the ground as his long Qi legs began moving him forward.

And almost immediately got tangled in one another.

Pushing at his mind, Ash dug into the ‘momentum’ of his movements. Opening himself partially to his Dao to get a feel for the motion and how it should flow.

After several heartbeats, untangling his own Qi legs and then attempting to move them in a coordinated manner, Ash got a basic handle on the locomotion.

It reminded him of gears in the end. The rear most leg lifts up and then sets down. Then the next moves forward, sets down, then the next, and the last. At the same time, on the opposite side, they moved asynchronously, yet in the same way.

After two cycles, Ash got a true grasp on it.

Six more cycles, and it felt natural to him.

Eight legs were propelling him; four extra legs simply hung on either side of him. Two above and two below. They were sharpened and flattened into blades.

“That’s not horrific at all,” Locke said in a flat voice.

I like it.

Ash released his hold on his Dao but kept his mind on the movement. Letting himself memorize the feel of it, how it worked, and what to do with it.

Experimentally, Ash began to move around the four blade-like appendages. Testing them out and seeing how they moved. He was already thinking about how to utilize this in combat.

Fighting with two weapons had been part of how he had lived and fought as Ashley Sheng.

As a Cultivator might do so.

Perhaps Lord Sheng needed to be more.

Thinking as if the four blade-like appendages were arms and legs, Ash immediately found they responded to his thoughts in a similar way. Given their length and the way he could segment and modify them with joints, he could make them like a whip, a sword, or a spear.

“You’re passing by the Assembly-goers,” Locke warned.

Ash hesitated, looked down, and saw he was indeed moving past the Qi construct vehicles.

Slowing down, Ash lingered above the Qi construct that held the Great Healer Hall’s people.

He liked them, and they’d been rather upfront and warm to him.

Which he suspected was because he’d rebuilt Shuang’s Dantian directly. The one in charge of them had been the one everyone else had looked to for information about Shuang, and she’d been eager to do so.

That meant it wasn’t just mastery, but interest.

Ash folded his left hand behind his back, his right dangling at his side, his long Qi legs moving him easily through the streets. Though he was now making quite the spectacle. A great many people were watching him.

In that moment, Ash was reminded of the fact that they were all Cultivators. None of these people were Citizens, unless they were part of a major family or sect that didn’t want a family member to be sent away and had an excuse to keep them.

How’s everyone?

Ash had left the morning after he’d met with the Assembly the first time. Barely having enough time to mentally prepare himself before he was separated from everyone.

Only Locke was with him, of course. His eternal companion.

“Well. Na, Mei, and Jia are working to ingratiate the Sheng sect with the City Lord and the Realm Lord’s Envoy.

“Hui, Siu, and Chu are going over all the information to figure out what we’re looking at conflict-wise. Especially in regard to the Unorthodox Path.

“Tala, Moira, and Rou are mostly working in the lower realm to stabilize everything. There’s been a lot of changes and all. We’re slowly letting modern tech seep in to the Langye realm. Medicine, books, education, things that’ll better the populace first.

“Ren, Si’Sha, Liu, and Eira are working toward furthering your goals and your divine self. We’re trying to get someone to take leadership over the Palace Guard Fire users. They’re trying to get behind a formal leader, but there’s a good bit of infighting.”

Ash followed along with the procession as he mentally listened to Locke. Everything seemed like it was moving in the right direction. It wasn’t going to be quick, nor were things going to be easy.

This was what came with moving up to another realm, though.

I’m not looking forward to going to the Upper Realm. The amount of support the Brides and Knights can provide at that point will be much lower.

“Yes… I’m… yes. I’m worried about that, honey,” admitted Locke, sounding genuinely bothered.

The Assembly took another turn and was now heading toward a rather large open area at the center of the city. There were buildings spread throughout it, with large green spaces in between. It was easily a mile square in every direction.

Only then did Ash realize just how large this city was. It was massive and seemed to stretch out in every direction. The distant city walls were impossible to see against the endless sea of roofs.

The no-flying rule was likely because they needed their security forces to be able to identify and move quickly. Anyone flying would quickly become a suspect.

Other lines of people and Qi constructs, expensive flying artifacts, and even flying boats, turned toward the main boulevard Ash’s group was on. Getting in front of, some behind, and merging into the whole thing.

Everyone was moving toward a large, ornate gate. At that gate there were a great many people who Ash felt like gave off a great deal of power.

Inherently as well as overtly.

Even from where he was moving along on his Qi-legs, Ash could feel surging Qi being pushed out by them due to their strength alone. He, of course, was gladly siphoning it all away and straight into the Hall.

Resources were resources, after all.

The procession moved along.

It took two hours before Ash got his turn at the gate and found a young woman with a pale green eye and a pale blue eye waiting for him. She was dressed in a dark-red robe, bordering on wine-colored. Her brown hair was pulled back in a braid, and she turned to look at him, her eyes tracking up to where Ash was in his strange Qi-contraption.

She made a small head dipping motion, then her eyes flicked to the space in front of her.

He got the hint.

Lowering himself down to a normal height, but not removing the Qi-legs, Ash produced his new Sheng salute to the woman. He didn’t know who she was, but she was clearly waiting for him.

The five people who were manning the gate had been looking at him until he saluted her.

“Lord Sheng, of the Sheng Sect,” Ash said formally.

“I am Qiao Tan, granddaughter of Ding Tan, head of the Great Healer Hall,” said the young woman. “I was asked by my grandmother to be your escort and your vouchsafe during this Assembly of Assemblies.”

“Ah, I am ever further in debt to the Great Healer Hall,” Ash said with a grin for the woman. “My thanks, Qiao. Your name fits you well. How should I proceed?”

Qiao blinked in an odd way, frowned slightly, then gestured to the very strong and powerful men at the gates. While they were clearly stuck in the Mortal realm, they most certainly went beyond the peak. Those who could fight a Sovereign Immortal with a chance to win.

“Merely present yourself to them, and they will begin the interview,” Qiao murmured, then kept pace with Ash when he turned and moved toward them. The majority of his Qi-Legs had to be shortened so that he didn’t tower over them. He also had shortened the sword limbs and blunted their edges.

“Please stand upon the plate,” stated a very large guard who pointed at a spot in front of them. A ringed saber stuck up from his back.

The point where they directed Ash to stand was a three-foot-by-three-foot stone slab.

Ash did so and retracted his Qi-Legs all the way down to nothing more than small discs pressed to his skin. Completely retracting them into his clothes.

“Were those artifacts, weapons, or an ability?” demanded a second guard.

“Qi. It was Qi,” Ash said, meeting the man’s eyes. He had no reason to lie.

Ash held up his hand and created Qi directly from his palm. He fashioned it in the shape of a Qi-leg and had it move around a bit.

The guard who had asked reached out and touched it. Then tapped at it. Ash had solidified it one moment, then made it much softer between taps.

“Anything else?” Ash asked, glancing down at the slab. He was certain it was some type of measuring device. He just didn’t know what it was measuring or how it worked.

“No,” stated the original guard. He stepped to the side and made way for Ash. “Enter. The Assembly begins tomorrow morning. Until then, merely make yourself at home.”

Ash nodded at that, looked at Qiao, waited for her, then entered through the gates when she moved to join him.

No sooner than they’d passed through the gate than Ash had felt something strange. A tingling sensation that ran down his spine and across his shoulders. It didn’t feel like anything aggressive or ill-intentioned.

More akin to when he’d walked through the shielding Jia had made once to identify people.

Frowning, Ash looked backward, then down at himself while stepping off to the side.

Touching himself, he felt something there.

Something had attached itself to him. It had blended into his natural Qi along his skin. If he wasn’t accountable to his own momentum, he wouldn’t have even noticed it.

It simply didn’t flow in alignment with his own wishes and stood out like a neon light.

Grasping at it with his Dao, Ash wrenched it free.

No sooner than it fell away from him than it disintegrated into nothing at all. A simple and momentary fluttering of bits of light that vanished as soon as Ash could see them in the air.

“What… what was that?” asked Qiao, looking at him in confusion. Now that Ash was directly next to her and just about staring at her, he realized she was quite pretty.

“Not sure,” Ash lied partially, then shook his head. He didn’t want to speak about whatever the gate had tried to stick on him.

It’d only alert people.

Perhaps to the fact that he could feel it and remove it.

Perhaps everyone had some type of Qi weave wrapped around them, and no one knew.

In either case, he felt like telling anyone about it would be revealing too much.

“Now… no one told me what to expect once we were here,” Ash continued. “I assume your grandmother sent you to help me with that part of it since I’m the new guy?”

“Yes! That’s right,” Qiao said with a quick nod of her head. She still looked bothered by what she’d seen and likely wasn’t going to let it go, though she seemed like she’d allow the conversation to change. “Though… there are so many people moving about with full entourages. I know where we must go, but the crowd is quite intense.”

Ash looked toward the large group of people who were literally in front of them.

At some point, the convoy Ash had left with had entered that crowd and was now somewhere amongst it. Some Cultivators were using abilities to move about quickly, yet no one seemed to dare to fly. Nor to bump or nudge anyone.

To be fair, everyone here has a great deal of face. Even the slightest offense could cause a duel.

So… let’s just… get above it.

Ash quickly grew out his Qi-legs from the discs he’d kept pressed to his back.

Without asking, he used all four of the weapon-appendages to fashion a seat, scoop up Qiao, and lifted himself and her off the ground. He kept going until they were easily thirty feet up in the air.

They weren’t flying, and they were merely using his ability to move around. He assumed this was within the rules since the guards hadn’t mentioned anything.

“Which way?” Ash asked Qiao who had made a squeak when he’d picked her up, but now had settled herself quite quickly.

She was now sitting sideways, her knees pressed together with her legs pushed out to the side, and seemed quite content.

To be fair, Ash had more or less fashioned a one-person carriage for her out of Qi with her inside it.

“That way, please, Lord Sheng,” Qiao murmured while pointing with her left hand. She casually looked down at everyone milling about below them.

Ash started to move forward, elongating the Qi-legs here and there so he could place them in spots no one was in. He covered a large distance in no time at all.

“Oh, there’s my grandmother,” Qiao added as they passed a very large group of people. “I think we’ll beat them there.”

She laughed as she finished talking, then looked over at Ash from her private palanquin and raised an eyebrow. Then leaned back, continued to point, and looked rather pleased.

***

Ash leaned back against the softened Qi seat and looked at the stage. The very large amphitheater was far bigger than he’d expected and had been put together on the spot for this moment.

He’d spent the previous night in the Hall, in his own bed, with Mei. Which made today much easier to deal with than he’d originally thought.

Unfortunately, his Assembly hadn’t been given the best seats. They were ‘middle prestige’ at best, Qiao had explained. Their Assembly was newer, but powerful. It didn’t have the same connections, respect, or face that older, more established Assemblies did.

Though he’d given himself a better seat without making it obvious. He could shift and adjust the Qi beneath his clothes rather freely. He even gave himself a high-backed seat that let him lean back in it.

“—much better than two years ago,” Qiao rambled on, looking to Ash, smiling, then waving a hand at him. “But you likely neither know nor care about such things.”

“I mean, I don’t know anything, so I appreciate every word you gift me,” Ash said, looking at Qiao and smiling. “If anything, I’d ask you to keep talking. Tell me all about everything. Though I understand if you’re feeling uncomfortable.”

Her grandmother was beside her, and then the rest of the Assembly beyond that. Ash had been put on the far end with Qiao. He wasn’t sure if it was just accidental or how they wanted it to be.

That or their seating arrangements had been this way for many years, and they meant no offense, just that this was how they’d always done it.

“No! Not uncomfortable at all. I’m just-it’s nice to have someone to talk to. I always have to attend as the next head of the sect, but there’s never anyone near my age,” Qiao answered quickly.

With a frown, Ash re-evaluated the audience.

They were indeed all much older. All of them were in their middle ages at the earliest, though most were much older. To say that he was likely the youngest one here with Qiao could be true, but he wasn’t sure. He did see younger people here and there, likely those who were already identified as the next generation of sect or clan leaders.

People who would need to make connections and relationships now so that they could be leveraged at a later date and time.

“It’s just really nice,” Qiao began, paused, then turned and looked toward the center of the wide auditorium. Ash hadn’t noticed anything, but Qiao apparently had. Focusing his awareness on the area, he only then realized that someone powerful was moving toward the stage.

Ash wasn’t used to so many people being around him who had such high power levels. To him, it was just one more explosion of power amongst many others. His sensitivity was low, it seemed.

Something for him to work on.

“Thank you,” stated a man walking out onto the platform. “Thank you, everyone, for coming to silence so quickly. You have my thanks.”

The man performed a martial salute.

A second after that and a boiling morass of fiery Qi lashed across the man. It wrapped him up in a coil even as he began to shriek and scream as he caught fire.

Purple flames shot upward in a roaring inferno and licked at the sky. An insane racket of crackling fire and screaming, the man jittering about even as he burned inside the coil of Qi.

Only to go still, then collapse into a pile of blackened bones, ash, and a partially burnt leg as the coil vanished.


Twelve

Ash blinked.

Blinked, then looked at everyone around him, wondering if this was some sort of strange introduction by execution thing. The world of Cultivators was strange and wide, with anything and everything being possible under the heavens.

To rule out an execution as an introduction was admitting you weren’t creative enough.

Except when he looked around at everyone, he saw absolute shock and surprise written across everyone’s features. There were no looks at all of anyone who seemed to be expecting this.

“That… the Alliance Strategist… he’s dead,” whispered Qiao, staring at the corpse wide-eyed.

Alliance Strategist.

Okay, so that wasn’t an execution, wasn’t expected, and this is outside of expectations.

What do you think, Locke?

There was no response from Locke.

Now that Ash was thinking about it, he couldn’t hear the Divine Brides and their eternal praying, either. Nor the quiet whispers of people invoking his name here and there as they Cultivated or asked for help.

It was dead silent to Ash and his senses.

A shocking situation to be sure, as he’d never truly been alone in a very long time.

Perhaps more so than the fact that someone had just been burned inside out on the stage.

A man had appeared just before the Strategist was set on fire. One that Ash had discounted as just an assistant, but now that he focused on him, Ash realized he knew the man.

One couldn’t deny that he was traditionally handsome. Both for this culture and to Ash’s modern sensibilities. His features were delicate; he had clear brown eyes and long, light-brown hair. His build was athletic, though somewhat slim, and by and large unassuming.

His height was more or less average as well.

It was Shen.

The very Cultivator whom Ash beat in a duel when he was new to Cultivating.

As well as the same man who harmed Hui so much that she quite literally had a break from her personality and mind for a while. She’d come back to who she had been as a person for the most part, but not entirely.

Even her Dantian had been half maimed, dead really, from his actions. Her one request for assisting Ash was for him to kill Shen and put his heart on a plate for her.

Which he genuinely thought she might eat at that point.

“Hello! I am Shen,” Shen called out, his voice booming easily. Pure white and blue flames were slowly roiling back and forth across Shen’s shoulders and head. “I’m the Orthodox Alliance Leader now. If you want to fight me for it, fine. Come up, we’ll fight. If not, I’m the leader. If you want to fight me for killing that whiny assistant, fine, come up.

“If you all want to fight me at the same time, fine. Come up. I don’t mind. Just don’t be surprised that I go for nothing but lethal moves.

“Oh, it should be said… I killed the Alliance Leader. And the junior leader. And… well, his whole Assembly. The Strategist was the last one because I needed to introduce myself appropriately.”

Shen stood there, radiating power and menace. He seemed quite happy with himself, and Ash didn’t believe for a second that the man would be bothered by attacking everyone here.

Which was why, when he got his wish, Ash turned and looked to his own Assembly instead. The grandstands and audience all flew at Shen for the most part. Half of his own Assembly had fled their seats as well, moving straight toward Shen.

“His Qi will burn your Qi out of you!” Ash shouted even as his Assembly peers ran forward. Though the Healing Hall leader stopped. Stopped, turned, and looked at Ash. “He’s a monster. His ability is to ignite the Qi in you. I don’t know what it burns, or why, but it burns.”

Ash looked at Shen even as he began laying about himself with a whip made out of his Qi. It quickly got caught up in two different people as others attacked him.

Those who were struck immediately caught fire and started to burn from the inside out. The one that was struck second burned even brighter than the first, as if he were made of a better fuel.

“Burns them?” asked Madam Tan, looking from Ash to her granddaughter, and then back. She did something with her hands, then took Qiao by the wrist, and began hustling her away.

Ash didn’t hesitate and went to follow her quickly.

Before they’d made it halfway down the stands toward the aisle, the rest of the Assembly returned. As if Madam Tan had somehow notified them not to fight.

As a whole, the Assembly quickly hustled out and away from the ongoing battle. There were booms of Qi explosions, shouts, screams, and the roar of crackling fire through it all.

A din of horror for the ears that Ash didn’t wish to turn around and see.

Shen had upended the entirety of the realm, and it seemed he had plans for it. Ash couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been behind the strange deaths that’d been reported earlier, or if it were an unrelated coincidence.

Either could be true.

“There are others ahead!” shouted Madam Tan.

Gritting his teeth, Ash pushed his Qi out, formed the Qi-legs, the sword-like limbs, and launched himself forward. It reminded him of how spiders leapt, really.

He felt like he soared forward far faster than he had any right to. Straight at the people who stood in front of them and were blocking the exit.

They were the same guards who had checked Ash and everyone through and into the grounds themselves. It seemed Shen had taken over long before this moment and had been biding his time.

Not waiting, Ash lunged at the guards with his sword-limbs. Rapidly shifting and shaping them even as he swung three of them at one of the guards and stabbed out at the second with the fourth. Hoping to catch him off guard since it seemed like Ash wasn’t targeting him.

The three attacks failed against the massive man with the ringed saber, though the fourth attack did slip through. Ash felt the jolt when his sword-limb ran the man through the groin area, or just above it, really, and came out his backside.

Ripping the limb free and jerking it to the side, Ash felt the man get flung like a ragdoll as Ash braced the launch against the other Qi-legs.

Qiao was suddenly there, throwing a handful of small items at the ringed saber guard. Then she jumped at Ash, wrapped herself bodily around his front, and stuck something that was in her hand in his mouth.

“Chew and swallow! I threw poison!” yelled Qiao even as the large guard went from a normal color, to a red version, then an absolutely pale and partially green-faced one. Only to turn, then throw up a massive amount of blood, his entire body convulsing.

Ash rapidly chewed whatever Qiao had given him, put his arms around the young woman, and then swallowed eagerly. He wasn’t about to doubt her at this moment after what he’d just seen.

Madam Tan shot past along with the rest of the Assembly. Ash chased after her but didn’t let his Qi-legs grow too long. He needed to be at roughly roof height and ready to dismiss them if someone came looking.

When he realized everyone was looking at him, Ash retracted the Qi legs and took off running on foot. Only to realize he was still holding Qiao.

He dropped her to the side after holding her gaze for a second, and she seemed to realize he was going to put her down. She hit the ground running and matched him stride for stride.

“We need to get out of the city!” yelled Madam Tan. “Or at the very worst, we need to—”

Her voice was cut off as a number of what looked like ordinary citizens jumped atop her and the others in the Assembly. Knives flashed, weapons cleared scabbards, and abilities went off.

A great many of them.

They were quite powerful, and their numbers were enough that Ash wouldn’t be able to win cleanly.

Before Qiao could scream or react, Ash realized what’d happened. The city streets were lined with those who served Shen. This had been planned in advance for some time, and this was after the trap had sprung.

Everything was in motion.

It was likely that Shen had helpers on the stage to make sure he didn’t die, as well, and that everyone who attacked him was just putting their neck on the chopping block.

As he had that thought, Ash realized his Dao hadn’t responded to him. It wasn’t in motion right now, and it was quiet.

Dormant.

“They’re escaping!” Ash shouted and pointed at the Assembly members who were even now being attacked. Drowned in bodies, abilities, and weapons.

His logic was simple. He and Qiao were too young to truly be part of an Assembly without being sect heirs. If he could just get them to focus on the rest of the Assembly, even for seconds, he could escape.

Perhaps even with Qiao.

Not waiting, Ash wrapped an arm around Qiao’s waist, dashed into someone’s shop, went right through the displays, and out the other side. Blowing through a door and into an alley.

Looking one way, then the other, Ash pulled at the Hall.

It didn’t respond. He couldn’t access it directly.

Nodding his head, Ash pulled out the Qi-legs, dragged himself up to the top of the building, and then forced Qiao down onto her back, and lay down on top of the roof beside her. He quickly folded his Qi over them into the same shape as the roof originally had. He had to change the height of it a bit, but it wasn’t too hard. He threw in false objects as well, like a barrel, a crate, and a broken broom.

His biggest concern was that it wouldn’t have unique coloring, but would instead be the same flat color his Qi always had.

All it needed to do was hide them long enough that people would stop searching the city.

Or at least, this section of it.

“What?” hissed Qiao.

With a blink, Ash reached over and grasped the thing that he’d pulled off himself earlier. After going through the gate, that thin film had attached itself to him.

Grasping blindly at Qiao, he got a handful of hair and her shoulder at the same time, and he found the film. They were in pitch black, covered by his Qi after all. There wasn’t low light, there was no light.

With a tug, he pulled the film free from Qiao, and a fluttering, glittering thing sparkled to life briefly.

He could see Qiao’s wide, mis-colored eyes staring at him from a foot away as whatever it was faded into nothing.

Plunging them back into darkness.

“Grandma,” whimpered Qiao.

“Is… likely dead,” Ash replied. “If she isn’t, we’ll do all we can later. But I guarantee… I guarantee if she could choose between you escaping or saving her, she’d pick you escaping.”

Qiao began to whimper, sob quietly, and sniffle in the dark.

There was no sound leaking from outside the Qi shell Ash put up. It was dead silent.

No one could hear them; they could hear no one.

Later, Ash would open up small slits, or holes, so they could peek out and see what was going on. This situation was nowhere near over. It was only just beginning.

Hui is gonna be… interesting to handle.

Angry or happy, I have no idea which.

No response was forthcoming from Locke.

It didn’t hurt as badly as the time he was in the cave, and he couldn’t hear her. He knew that it wasn’t that she was gone, but that he was just cut off. That would be fixed with time and distance from this location.

“I can’t use my storage device,” snuffled Qiao. Sounding a lot like her nose was running, followed by another sniffle and a quiet sob. “None of my artifacts are working.”

“Yeah, none of mine either,” Ash confirmed.

Whatever Shen planned, it was working.

Though Ash’s first thought was simple.

A formation.

Ash had done similar things in similar ways with formations.

“Well, we’ll do what we need to,” Ash murmured, then closed his eyes. There was no point in panicking, and realistically speaking, he was best served right now by Cultivating. He’d need all the Qi he could get.

Because the Hall was cut off from him, and he wasn’t receiving anything from his people.

At this moment, he had no support to rely on but himself.

“Grandma,” whimpered Qiao.

Himself and one terrified young woman.

***

Ash and Qiao had lain there, in the dark, for a long while. Ash felt like it had been somewhere near three days, but for all he knew, it was only a single day.

It was hard to keep track of time in the dark.

Especially with no food, no drink, and no bathroom. Just talking quietly in the dark to one another and nothing else. Time moved slowly.

Very slowly.

They were encased in his Qi without anything to do, as no artifacts or unique objects worked. An endless period of time that was interminable and without reference.

“I think… I’m willing to risk escaping now,” Qiao suddenly whispered. He heard a rustling that sounded like she was turning toward him. “I’m thirsty. I’m a bit hungry, and I’m tired of lying here in the dark. On top of that, I need to use the restroom.”

Ash let out a slow sigh.

He couldn’t fault her for how she felt, and honestly, he couldn’t even disagree with her. He no longer needed to eat and drink, but he still missed it. He was just glad he didn’t have gas.

Having gas beside Qiao would’ve been embarrassing to the point of dying.

“Alright,” Ash allowed, then took in a slow breath. “Alright. You’re right. It’s been a while. We should probably make a move.”

Chewing at his lip, Ash thought.

He’d been working on how to get away from this for a while. His mind had come up with a simple solution. One that had been inspired by Chunhua and Tala, in fact.

Their response was to immediately burrow into the ground and hide inside the earth. Waiting for him to come to them.

In this case, Ash had a simple plan. Escape their current position, hit the ground, burrow into it, and become a mole. Dig in a direction and escape the city by not being in it at all.

He would become Lord Sheng, the mole man.

Respect and face be damned. If he needed to commit to the lazy-donkey roll, he’d do it.

Survival was always going to be paramount.

Slowly, Ash peeled away several layers of Qi, sliding it back into his own personal reservoir. He hadn’t been gaining it from outside sources, but nor had he been truly losing any. He’d been forced to actually Cultivate while holding his Qi up so that he could gather more, while sheltering them.

If nothing else, this had been a wonderful, forced stage of growth.

As Ash peeled away the Qi shield, he found it was noon.

At the very least, they’d been hiding in his Qi bunker for twenty-four hours.

Shifting his head around, he looked out through the hole he’d made. Looking one way, then the other. Of course, all he could see was sky, but it was better than the dark.

“Let… let me see,” whispered Qiao.

Ash glanced at her, then carefully opened up a similar hole for her, rather than make her crawl over him to see out this one.

“Ah… ah… yes,” she whispered, staring outward. “Yes. I… yes.”

Ash peered out the hole and saw little. He could hear the sounds of a normal day through the hole, though. It was faint and odd, likely given that it was a small hole, but it was there.

Listening, it sounded like any other city or location.

A normal day.

He took several slow breaths, letting each one enter and then leave. Thinking, listening, processing.

It could be a trap, it could be nothing, it could be over.

“Are you ready?” Ash asked quietly, turning to look at Qiao. He could see her briefly in the shaft of light coming in through the hole.

“Yes. I’m… ready,” she answered, took in a breath, held it, then let it out. “I do not have my weapons or my poisons. I have several hidden weapons, throwing weapons, but nothing to truly defend myself with.”

As he thought about that, Ash shrugged and came to a simple thought.

“What kind of weapon do you normally use?” he asked her.

“Poison,” she answered simply.

That wasn’t something he could supply her.

“Martial weapon?” he tried instead.

“A simple sword, but… I’m not well-versed with it,” she admitted.

Same problem as ever. They rely heavily on everything else, but can’t quite defend themselves physically. Cultivators everywhere suffer this way.

It’s why I make sure everyone actually learns martial arts.

Summoning a simple sword with Qi, Ash handed it over to her. He structured it as best as he could, but it wasn’t a true sword. Once he gave it over to her, it would be weaker than if he were holding it.

“It’s not a true sword but… better than nothing, I suppose,” he told her.

“Give me throwing darts instead,” she replied with a shake of her head, not taking the sword.

Converting the sword to the best approximation he could make of throwing darts, Ash handed them over to her.

Then he blew out a breath, withdrew the Qi bunker, and drew it down into himself. Holding it in thick discs near himself, as he didn’t have room to put it back into his Qi Sea, which was quite full at the moment.

As he did so, he had a stupid thought.

He couldn’t fold or condense his Qi any further in that way.

Yet he could control Qi in a way few could. It was a unique ability of his because his Qi was pure and without an element of any sort.

Later, I should see if I can ‘boil’ my Qi down somehow.

Reduce it.

For now, though… let’s… get out of here.

Ash stood up and looked around.


Thirteen

Ash stood up, looked around, and tried to figure out what he could see going on around him.

Nothing problematic was immediately nearby, and no one seemed to be looking toward him, no one was searching with Qi, no one was flying, there was not a single thing out of the ordinary.

Not waiting, Ash took several steps to the edge of the building and then jumped down. Straight into the alley he’d been in moments before getting atop the building.

Throwing a glance down each side of the narrow, small back street, nothing jumped out at Ash as a problem. There wasn’t anything that made his defenses go up.

Other than the fact that he still couldn’t reach the Hall, Locke, his Dao, or his Dantians.

Or the ability to see them and the planes they held.

He was quite literally locked out in a way that made him deeply suspicious since it had only occurred after the Assembly began but hadn’t yet ceased.

It made Ash feel like people were still hunting for survivors.

Qiao landed beside him and looked in both directions Ash had.

“I don’t see or hear anything other than what I would expect,” Qiao murmured quietly.

Kneeling down, Ash summoned Qi into his palm and went to dig into the ground.

He made it several feet down and impacted something that was impenetrable. As if the ground beneath the city itself were somehow warded against tunneling, digging, or any attempt to get beneath it.

It was something outside of his expectations, though he could see a reason for it now. It was a defense he’d need to include in his own sect. Because even as he thought about it at this moment, he realized he didn’t have any defense against someone burrowing up from below. He’d just assumed the hardened walls would be enough.

Even with reinforced concrete in all our sub-ground structures and walls, inscribed by me, there are still things that could happen. I’ll need to insert flat stone planes at the perimeter of the sect and just beneath the surface.

I could just use Qi, actually, instead of stone, now that I think about it. Inscribe it as I create it and then bury it. It’ll make it so no one can dig through, around, or in my lands.

“Agreed,” Ash whispered and stood up to look at Qiao. She was right after all. There wasn’t anything outside of expectation right now that was visible or auditory.

Not waiting, Ash then slipped an arm possessively around Qiao, pulled her to his side, and began walking out of the alleyway. He walked her right up to the street, into it, and began guiding her along.

As if he were a man out for a stroll with his woman.

Two young cultivators at the peak of their youth who were enjoying one another’s company.

Qiao apparently was a person with a quick wit, because before he could apologize or say something, she’d turned into him, grabbed at his belt with one hand, and just about hung off him. As if she were the lesser partner in this relationship, but wanted him close.

He could hear her breathing forcefully. Long, steady breaths in and out. Even as they slowly meandered along the road.

The very road where the Assembly Ash accompanied was attacked and very likely perished on. Or at best escaped, though Ash doubted that.

From where they stood, the road to the gate was a very long walk.

A very… very… long walk.

It was an incredibly long walk by itself without even trying to fight people off. People who were trying to kill you outright, while more people were likely on their way.

Even if they’d made it outside the gates, past the walls, how would they cover enough distance to get away from their pursuers? If they had some type of artifact or item that’d let them escape, that’d make sense.

As they walked, Ash noted that there were some large areas of the road they were on that looked as if they’d been scrubbed. Scrubbed vigorously.

As if a body had bled out right here, and they would rather it be clean scrubbed than blood-covered.

Shit.

Qiao pulled on Ash’s collar and pressed her face into his shoulder. Just about walking forward blindly while clinging to him. It looked natural as far as Ash could tell, but she had likely seen the very thing he had and didn’t want to see more.

Walking along, Ash kept his senses up as best as he could.

While he couldn’t pull on his Dao, his Hall, or all the benefits he had as Lord Sheng, he could still use Qi, his basic abilities, and his senses. His ability to sense Qi and its movements was innate.

Right now, there was a swirling movement of Qi moving in one direction on the street.

It was moving counter to Ash and seemed to be the normal direction of Qi. It was heading toward the center of the city, Ash would guess. Where Shen and the rest of his people were likely remaining.

Though if he really killed everyone who had attended the Assembly of Assemblies, the realm as a whole would be considerably weaker.

Not that Shen probably cares.

The thought was bitter and accusatory, but Ash didn’t feel it was unfounded. From everything he’d seen of the man, Ash was fairly certain that regardless of his situation, his goal would drive him.

Ash just had no idea what his goal was, other than perhaps taking over.

The thoughts rattling about in Ash’s mind were shoved to one side as the Qi began to change the way it flowed. It no longer flowed in one direction.

It was moving toward Ash from multiple directions.

Coming to a complete stop, Ash felt the Qi start to drift away from where he was. Only to then shift again and begin moving toward him once more.

Somehow, someway, the enemy knew exactly where he was.

They were coming for him.

“Well, shit,” Ash muttered.

“I… they’re coming?” Qiao intuited.

“Yeah,” answered Ash. He decided it was time to be Lord Sheng in action, if not recognition. Because he needed to escape here, but he needed to do it in a way that would let him return home without being chased.

Drawing on his Qi, he expanded it outward from himself.

He cocooned Qiao, who let out a squeak before she was wrapped up like a mummy in Qi and then stuck to Ash’s back. At the same time, he wrapped himself up in Qi as well. A thick shell of it that would protect him from harm.

It would additionally keep him from being identified later. Only holes were made for him to see and breathe, which he also did for Qiao, of course.

Though Ash pushed Qi into his senses. If he was going to fight in this cocoon, he’d need to sense and feel far more sensitively.

As he became a Qi mummy, Ash brought out twelve Qi-legs. Thin, spider-like appendages for eight of them, and the other four were turned into weapons.

Not waiting there, Ash quickly stood up to a fifteen-foot height and then began flinging himself down the street at high speed. The spider-legs clicked and thumped against the road as he charged toward the far distant exit.

Even as he ran on, he could feel himself picking up speed. Sliding into the strange yet smooth locomotion of how a spider scuttled. It was much smoother than he expected. Likely because multiple legs were touching the ground at a time.

A group of Cultivators fell from the sky and hovered in the roadway directly in front of Ash. Even as he charged toward them, they were preparing spells or abilities.

Realizing he couldn’t avoid a fight, Ash didn’t.

All four arms that were weapons came forward in slashing and stabbing attacks on the group of five in front of him. At the same time, half of the movement legs pulled up short to a skidding halt.

The other half became weapons and also lashed out.

Surprise was evident across all five faces as each one of them was attacked in that instant.

Unwilling to leave anything on the table, Ash tapped into his Dao, even though he couldn’t feel it. He opened himself to the absolute belief in momentum and in his own being as momentum itself. He simply ignored the fact that he had been blocked from it.

Because one couldn’t halt momentum.

There was no true halting of something that was an abstract concept that was the definition of ever-changing movement.

Even if he couldn’t feel the Dao, he believed it was active.

That right now, his momentum, his Dao, was so hard pressed that it was almost unmoving.

Almost.

But not quite.

One of the spider legs impaled a rather pretty woman in her twenties through the shoulder and went through her. Punching right out of her back. A man had a leg cut off by a different leg, though the other three cultivators dropped out of the sky, flew upward, or scrambled backward.

All the other limbs snicked, stabbed, or slashed through the air.

Ash felt it at that moment.

Felt his Dao.

A shudder of movement as it ground forward.

Grinning ear to ear, Ash threw himself fully into his Dao. It didn’t matter if his momentum wasn’t moving; it was still his Dao, and it was still momentum.

In the first pass, Ash had managed to take out two. He needed to make sure he kept the momentum.

Slamming his weapon limbs downward and to the side, Ash wheeled himself around backward. Leaning on his Dao, his Qi sense, his Battle Cultivation, and letting himself lean into who he was.

He didn’t have to see his enemies to know where they were anymore.

The rear legs he’d used to slow himself came around in a whip-like motion. Slashing out in a wave at staggered heights.

One of the three remaining cultivators got caught in the tangle of legs.

Curling his legs around that cultivator and pressing them to the Qi wall that was Qiao on his back, Ash scuttled backward two steps.

He noted that the Cultivator he’d stabbed was still stuck to his limb. Rather than try to shake her off, Ash just shifted his leg so the corpse went upward and got stuck at the joint.

Quickly as he could, Ash wrapped the Cultivator he’d trapped in his legs with strands of Qi. Cocooning them quickly, just like a spider would. Then stuck it to the point where his artificial leg connected to the Qi shield.

The two remaining Cultivators, both men, rushed Ash with weapons, slashing out at his main body.

Deftly, Ash morphed two of his weapon limbs into swords, and he deflected both of their attacks. Sensing their overwhelming momentum and Qi both.

Except in the moment that his Qi-limbs struck their weapons, Ash realized he was a devastating force on the battlefield.

Because all it took was casual contact with him.

Ash morphed his weapon limbs at the moment of contact. Locking both weapons to the legs and then jerking them away from the men.

With a flick of his limbs, he sent the weapons shooting through the air.

At the same time, as the men stumbled forward trying to hang onto their weapons, Ash slammed six of his legs forward. Two from above, the other four from the sides.

With a splat, the two men were hammered into one another.

Then diced as the legs passed through them. Carving them into horizontal chunks of gore that splattered across the ground in grotesque thumps.

Not waiting, Ash started scuttling forward once again. He noted the corpse he had previously stuck to the joint and casually plucked it off with one of the weapon limbs.

Only to find a woman struggling in his grasp.

Ash transferred her to the rear weapon limbs, wrapped her up in a Qi cocoon, and stuck her to the same spot where he’d wrapped the other one up. They would serve well as sources of information.

If he survived.

If they survived.

Even as he moved on, he could feel his Dao.

It was grinding along with infinite slowness.

But it was indeed moving.

Much like the last gear in a heat-death-of-the-universe clock, it was moving. Just in a fractional way, so slow that it’d be unmoving to the naked eye.

His Dao didn’t have to spin at high speed to be powerful.

Letting his Dao become his core, Ash felt it in a different way. Each time he’d used it in combat, it’d gone straight to a peak point.

Now it was in such a lull that it was nearly still.

Yet it was the same.

Momentum didn’t require force or speed to be what it was.

And so too… do I.

Ash felt a strange unfolding in his mind. A concept that paired with his Dao, Lord Sheng, and the strange thoughts and feelings the Divine Brides and so many others pushed his way.

I am much like Momentum. I will keep moving. Even in stillness, I am moving.

The motion of the spider-like legs smoothed out even more, and Ash could feel the speed increasing.

A low speed in his Dao suddenly felt more like a large gear. When connected to something as simple as motion, it’d propel it at rapid speed.

Ash felt it firsthand as he just about flew down the street toward the distant gate. The spider legs clicked more like a stick being run down a fence as a child sprinted by.

Rapid fire, loud, and violent.

It almost felt like actually flying, considering how smooth the motion was.

Ahead of him, a woman descended from the sky. She had one foot pointed down, the other held behind her knee, and both of her hands were behind her back.

Ash activated Sneaky Peeky even as he closed on her.

‘It looks like quite the gamble,’ read the box as it unfurled.

Rather than feel concerned, Ash felt as if he were finally stretching.

After a long time being relegated to moving slowly and carefully, he was getting ready for a full-out sprint.

I wasn’t challenging myself properly before this. I was too strong in a personal sense.

Now… I’m not.

Ash’s heart rate sped up, he smiled, and he felt an odd glee growing in his heart.

He felt like a Cultivator, not a young man from Earth.

I’m Lord Sheng.

Upon reaching the woman, Ash didn’t bother to wait. He launched at her after taking a short pause to bring his main body near the rear legs. Turning them into a coiled spring.

His front legs, as well as the weaponized limbs, were stuck out in front of him in a deadly spear. Multiple points at varied distances from the center.

She would need to dodge a considerable distance to not be speared.

The look on her face went from confident to surprised in a flash.

Holding up both hands in front of herself, she went to meet both of the legs Ash had put out to spear her in the chest and abdomen. All the others were spread out.

It didn’t look like a great plan to Ash because he was airborne, all his weight moving forward with great speed. Momentum was literally on his side in this moment.

Apparently, she realized that at the same moment. Her hands shifted position the moment she came into contact with his weaponized limbs. She pushed at one with a hand, brought her body around, and shoved off Ash’s limb.

It was knocked to the side but didn’t alter or change Ash’s direction or velocity.

What she managed to do was propel herself out of harm’s way, though. She cleared the furthest Qi-limb by a foot or so, tumbling through the air.

“Lazy-donkey roll,” Ash murmured to himself with a grin, hit the ground, literally rolled along the stones while curling his Qi-legs, and then popped up after some distance.

He landed upright and began scuttling backward. Even as he faced the woman who had come to challenge him. Ash wasn’t about to put his back to someone this strong, but neither was he going to remain in the city.

If she wanted to fight him, she would need to pursue him.

“Where do you… think… you’re looking?” asked the woman as she darted after him. She almost seemed unsure of what to think of a human-shaped cocoon facing her. Her words became a question rather than a bold statement.

“Right at you,” Ash replied, all four weaponized limbs coming out to spear, slash, and stab at her. Two from one direction, the other two from different directions as well.

Her hands became flames, and streaks of fire blew out from her hair and feet. She intercepted two of the weapons coming her way and deflected them wide, while twisting her body around to avoid the other two.

Her hand dipped into nothing and came out with an odd, folded umbrella. It looked to be made out of material that seemed like unstretched fabric, but it didn’t billow around despite the speed of her flying.

No sooner had she cleared his attacks than she turned and began pushing to get closer to him again. She clearly realized he wasn’t going to fight her directly, and she was adjusting on the fly.

Suddenly, she shot forward, spinning rapidly with her umbrella held out in front of herself. Flames came out from behind her as spiraling contrails, and her umbrella unfolded.

“Fucking neat!” Ash said excitedly. He didn’t feel fear at the possibility of dying, which was quite real, but was thrilled at having a fight to the death with someone who would push him.

Three of his limbs came up, then down, spearing into the ground.

Ash pole-vaulted himself upward and off the ground, all of his limbs grasping at rooftops and buildings to begin traveling in that way, rather than hitting the paving stones.

It was enough to get him out of the way of her, though her umbrella did clip a leg.

The brief contact caused the whole of it to shatter apart into a million little pieces. Breaking away from the point where it had extended from his cocoon.

Reforming it and letting his legs touch the street again with a spin, Ash was now chasing her while facing the gate. Rather than her chasing him and facing the wrong way.

The fire that’d been coming out of her washed over him and his cocoon, causing him to seal the holes he’d made to see and breathe out of.

When the heat he could feel through his Qi died away, he reopened the holes.

His opponent was out in front of him, her umbrella stuck out behind herself even as she faced him. As if she were holding onto a rocket, flames were still trailing out behind her.

From her and the umbrella as well.

Bolts of fire, spears, and waves of flame came out of her and struck his Qi cocoon, limbs, and Ash as a whole. Dodging the main body, Ash protected himself and Qiao at all costs. He even went to the point of willingly sacrificing limbs without hesitation. Letting them take hits for the main body or being struck without a care.

Each and every time, he reformed it in roughly a single second.

It did cause him a few stutter steps, but nothing terrible.

Instead of letting that slow him, especially when it became clear she was targeting his legs, Ash put more speed on.

Now that he was facing ahead, he could clearly see where he was going and felt more comfortable. Flinging his legs forward and backward in strange, heavy galloping strides, even as others hit the ground and pumped his body forward.

Even the legs that blew apart barely slowed him.

In no time at all, he closed in on her.

Her eyes widened in somewhat of a panic when she found him looming over her. The large, hulking, spider-like body was just about falling atop her.

Her umbrella snapped around, closed, and was pointed at him.

Tucking his legs once more, Ash went under her and the sudden and massive wave of fire and flame that shielded her and spread out in front of her, passing over him.

Ash rolled down the street, his legs forming a strange wheel-like shape and letting him rumble and slam along the stones. It briefly reminded him of a spider that did this on Earth. Moving down sand dunes in such a way as to escape its predators.

Ash popped his legs out once more, nailed the landing, and ran on.

Ahead, he could see the exit gate. There was a large group of Cultivators, guards, and armed individuals. Along with a high number of people flying.

Leaning on his Qi Sea, which was half depleted by this point, his Dao, still grinding along slowly, and his own abilities, Ash kept going.

Rather than fight all those Cultivators, Ash decided he would go through them in one way, around in another.

Pivoting to another leap, Ash thrust down one limb into the stones and popped upward.

At the same time, he spun his body rapidly. Forcing the limbs to speed even faster as he made the connection points much more liquid-like.

Then he detached the limbs, turning them into multiple sharp, flechette-like projectiles.

Hundreds and hundreds of flecks of Qi, hardened to the point of being like a diamond, flung forward in the shape of a dart.

Seven or eight of the Cultivators went down, ten blocked or dodged, and the nine or so who were in flight went upward.

Regrowing the limbs and burning through Qi far faster than he wanted, Ash lashed out at those who were flying. He flung liquid and thin tendrils of Qi at them.

Upon striking, Ash pulled on his Qi with all the strength he could muster.

Much as he expected, they resisted his pull, and he didn’t try to stay his ground.

Instead, he used them like a slingshot.

He drew his Qi in rapidly, used them as the fork-limbs, and hurled himself upward and into the sky. Turning their defense into his exit.

The Qi-like spider shape Ash had formed around him flew through the air. Up and over the large wall.

And right out of the city.

Once he saw the ground coming up toward him, Ash reshaped his limbs into long, thin, needle-like protrusions that eventually tapered out to the shape of where Ash, Qiao, and his two prisoners were.

No sooner than the tip hit the ground than Ash modified the protrusion into the shape of a drill. The four weapon arms he turned into scoops that trailed behind him.

Waiting not at all, Ash began burrowing straight down into the earth and sealed up the holes that he’d used for his eyes and mouth. He quickly expanded the cocoon into a large cylinder, reshaped it to fit the drill, and pulled Qiao out of her own cocoon into the new shape. As well as the two prisoners he’d taken, but he left them tied up in Qi-strands.

“I… where are we?” asked Qiao as she sat down heavily on the floor of the cylinder.

Ash didn’t answer. He was focusing on making sure the trailing scoops had pulled a large amount of dirt back into the hole he’d made. Now they were digging along the roof of his hole to try to collapse it in on itself.

All as he dug downward at a forty-five-degree angle into the earth.

“Ashley!? Ashley! What happened!?” Locke nearly screamed as he burrowed into the thick dirt.

Hey hon.

Was an ambush.

Shen showed up.

He killed a lot of people.

I think… the Assembly is entirely dead. Mostly dead?

A lot of dead.

Ours escaped the death trap but got ambushed in the streets.

Not sure what happened to them.

I did save Qiao, though, so I at least have a witness other than me.

We escaped.

Currently pretending to be a mole.

Ash’s Qi drill paused briefly when it hit bedrock, and he was forced to strengthen the bit.

Shifting his direction to a flat line, Ash brought them parallel to the seam of rock and then kept digging forward.

Stone would be much harder for other Cultivators to deal with than the dirt.

To him, it was just a matter of hardening the Qi drill.

Slowly, he began adding Qi to the drill, making it larger and altering its shape and design.

He removed the trailing scoops as well; they had served their purpose. He’d felt it when the dirt tunnel he’d made for himself had begun collapsing.

Now chunks of rock were banging along the cylinder as he spiraled onward through the bedrock. Back toward the Sheng sect.
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Ash had been tempted to go into the Hall.

Repeatedly.

Sorely tempted.

Except he didn’t want to reveal to Qiao that he had the ability to vanish elsewhere.

It’d cause a lot of problems along the lines of, ‘why didn’t you do that before’, among other things. He still needed to figure out how or why he couldn’t use the Hall previously.

There was simply no room to use any of his hidden cards and abilities here and now.

So, Ash traveled home like a mole.

Deep beneath the ground, where no one could find him, see him, or hear him.

He had, in fact, deliberately gone the wrong way, gone deeper, changed how he was digging, and even doubled back yet again.

It took him two weeks to return to the Sheng sect.

Two weeks spent with Qiao, Lai, and Wan.

Lai was the person Ash had cocooned after catching her. A young woman who was unwilling to say anything. The most she did was drink water, eat, and use the bathroom.

Wan had been the woman Ash had speared through the shoulder.

He’d personally repaired her, stabilized her, hand-fed her, and watered her. Thankfully, she hadn’t needed to use the bathroom that he knew of. Otherwise, he’d probably have to help with that.

While he’d put her back together, her body was deeply weakened and needed a proper Qi-Healer to tend to her to ever recover.

She also refused to speak much to Ash.

Locke, Siu, and Hui were already preparing how to interrogate them.

They’d also already gotten ahead of his plan to set up a ‘no-digging area’ and installed it while he’d been traveling. There was no news in the city regarding what had happened, either, nor did the Realm Lord’s Envoy seem to be bothered. Whatever had happened so far, either hadn’t been disseminated or was already known.

This was all known to Ash long before he brought the Qi-mole machine up into the spot Locke had opened for him to surface in. It was outside the sect and somewhere that he could ascend without being seen from the outside.

Ash withdrew the Qi and sent it to the Hall. Ever since he’d reconnected with everyone, he hadn’t needed to worry about Qi anymore.

Qiao looked around, looked at Ash, then at Locke, Jia, Mei, and Na, who were all nearby.

Or at least, they had been standing there.

As one, they rushed Ash and drowned him in arms and hands. Hugging and pulling at him.

Jia even grabbed him by the face and kissed him.

To be fair, he hadn’t been able to talk to them, nor had he been able to go into the Hall. He’d kept to himself so as not to reveal too much to Qiao. She was a question mark right now.

Ash glanced at Qiao after Jia broke the kiss and noted she didn’t seem surprised at the fact that everyone was waiting for him here. He hadn’t expected them to be waiting, but he supposed he should’ve thought of it.

They likely couldn’t contain themselves and weren’t thinking about how it’d look.

Which was that Ash had the ability to communicate with everyone without speaking to them. Across great distances and through a great deal of earth and dirt.

Locke grimaced, clearly listening to Ash’s thoughts.

“There’s been no word about what happened in the city,” she deadpanned. Apparently, they were giving up on holding some things back from Qiao. Which meant they expected her to play along, Locke had a plan, or… it didn’t matter. “None at all. The City Lord doesn’t know or doesn’t care. The Realm Lord’s Envoy doesn’t know or doesn’t care. No one has returned, and no one unknown with power has shown up.”

Ash had already been told all that by Locke, of course, which meant it was for Qiao.

“Then I cannot go home,” Qiao said with a shrug of her shoulders. Then a long sigh. “If no one has made it home, if there is no word, then everyone is dead. Everyone is dead and it is unlikely that anyone at all will escape anywhere. If I return, I will become a target because people will know I went and came back.

“The same is true for Lord Sheng. He and I must remain… missing. We can’t go public again without bringing danger to our homes.”

Ash frowned, held his breath, and digested that.

It made sense.

He hadn’t come to that conclusion, but he couldn’t find a fault with it now that it was said.

Given a little more time, he would have probably come to the same realization and likely come up with the same answer he now had in his mind.

“I suppose we go to the Unorthodox Path and blend in there,” Ash offered up. “Or at the very least, I do. We had planned on pushing into the Unorthodox people to expand, but this only pushes the need to the front and changes who we were planning on sending.”

Jia actually growled at that, her face turning into a figurative storm cloud, and she grabbed him by the front of his robes.

“No,” she stated simply. “No. Because… because if you do that, I will have to stay here and you will… you will end up leaving me here.”

That wasn’t quite true because Ash would be using the Hall quite a bit, he imagined, but he wasn’t about to say that.

Though… what’s Qiao going to do?

“Qiao, what’re your plans?” Ash asked, rather than respond to Jia. He stood in her grasp yet turned to look at Qiao. He wanted to know what her plans were before he responded to Jia or made any further plans with his people. “Do you plan to go to your family and hide? Or… what?”

Qiao had a strange look on her face as her eyes moved from Ash to Jia, Mei, Na, Locke, then back to Ash.

“I think I need to die,” Qiao said with a small, sad smile and a laugh. “Qiao Tan must cease to exist.

“If that man, the man you called Shen, does what I expect he will, he will kill anyone who saw what happened that doesn’t agree with what he did. There will likely be people asking around if anyone came back, looking for the spreading of news, or just… anyone talking about it.

“Beyond that, the Assembly was a strong resource. Having it destroyed the way it was will weaken every city, but without the news of what happened, they won’t prepare. Yet also getting that news would mark them as targets.

“So… I think I need to die. To no longer be part of this world. I must set Qiao Tan aside and let her perish at the great Assembly of Assemblies.

“With that said… would you happen to have an opening in your attempt to push into the Unorthodox Path? I will confess that the Tan have many branch families throughout such places. Because where there is medicine, there is poison. We are well-versed in poison and healing. I could be quite helpful in the Unorthodox Path and provide some connections.”

Jia huffed at that statement, shook her head, and looked away. Then sighed, kissed Ash once, and then moved over to stand beside Locke. Her arms folded across her chest.

“Welcome to the Sheng family,” Mei said with a wide smile and performed the Sheng salute Ash had adopted.

Immediately, the other women all performed the same.

“I am the head wife,” Mei stated. “You will be inducted into the Brides immediately, and we will do our best to train you appropriately. Your marriage date will be marked as today. Your carving and ability dates will need to be done as quickly as possible. Bride Commander Siu will see to you.”

Na walked over to Qiao and held out a Bride ring.

“Ah? I see? I don’t know what any of that means,” Qiao stated and took the ring. She held it up in front of herself. “What does this signify? Does it—”

Qiao vanished.

Clearly pulled away by Locke, Ash imagined.

More than likely, she was in the Bridal Manse and already being instructed.

Brides always loved new Brides. Ash knew for a definitive fact that when new Brides were inducted, other Brides were always trying to get into the inductions.

“Well,” Ash said, pressed a hand to his brow, and looked to the two women he’d captured. Both were alive, both unwilling to talk. Neither could ever leave the Sheng Prison again. At least, not on this plane without an extra circumstance. “Do what you need to.”

“No,” Locke said with a laugh and wagged a finger back and forth. “I’m terrible at that. I’ll give them to Eira. Her family members have few qualms, and they don’t get tired. Imagine twenty-some-odd ghosts demanding answers endlessly without having to take a breath. They also seem to have no remorse at all.”

“Valid point,” Ash admitted, then looked to the women. “So… Jia is going to stay with her family. Shuang will likely need guidance, and the city will need some structure. That means… Mei, Na, and… who else should go with me?”

“Chunhua and Siu,” Locke answered with a nod of her head. “I’d like to send Moira and Tala with you, but… well… they’re just… not strong enough. It’s sad to admit, but that’s the truth of it.”

“They’re working hard,” Mei put in firmly. “I’m doing my best as the current mistress to bring their strength up. I have hope for them yet. It’s just… difficult, since they do not have true Dantians. Even with your expert carvings, both on their bones and bodies, they aren’t Cultivators.”

Ash instinctively knew that.

He knew that there would be those who fell to the wayside as he moved upward. Those who couldn’t come with him.

The reality was he just hadn’t expected it to happen so soon.

Or at least, what he felt like was so soon. Now that he stood there, thinking, he realized time had been flowing past. He’d once altered time at a great cost, even for just a few seconds.

It wasn’t a part of momentum he wanted to touch again.

“Alright,” Ash said with a small nod of his head. “Then we’ll prepare for the trip, and I’ll get going. I can’t remain here, and honestly, it’s somewhat dangerous for me to be around. Thankfully… sect heads don’t show up often, and I don’t have to be around for the sect to continue.”

“Exactly,” Mei stated with a grin. Then she leaned in toward him and raised an eyebrow. “I… defeated Chunhua again. I beat everyone. Aren’t you proud of me? Shouldn’t you reward me? I’m the Mistress Sheng once again. I’m everyone’s big sister. And… I’m still just teeny bit older than you after all.”

Ash knew at that moment that Mei wanted to be rewarded, and she wasn’t going to be shy about it. He saw no reason to say no.

***

Ash, Mei, Na, Siu, Chunhua, and, still somewhat surprisingly, at least to Ash, Qiao, walked down the road to the closest Unorthodox Path city. There hadn’t been anything else for Ash to do in the Sheng sect that wouldn’t put everyone at risk.

Because it all came down to the same thing.

Shen had killed a great many people at the Assembly of Assemblies. If anyone survived that purge, that cleanse, without being checked in and likely ‘sworn in’ by Shen, they would be a risk. Risks were likely going to be tracked down and derisked.

It was entirely possible there would be an entire change in the workings of the Orthodox Alliance, and Ash would need to prepare himself. His goal was to take this realm as his own; he needed to expand his influence, grow in strength, and prepare himself to fight Shen.

“It’s hard to see our family split apart,” Chunhua put in quietly as they walked slowly up to the limits of the Unorthodox Path city. “Yet it’s exactly what I expected would happen.”

Well, at least I’m not the only one who’s unhappy about it.

“Everyone is unhappy about it. You’ve made them all a family. Despite their best efforts to resist, to remain who they were, they all grasped at the idea of being family and clung to it.

“They’ve formed groups, both larger and smaller, and dwell in those groups. The Bridal Manse has been expanded several more times, and I’ll likely have to expand it again soon. Thank you for the blank modules, by the way. They’ve been very helpful. It would be impossible to do so much without you.

“But yes, they’ve formed families and groups. Families within families. A great many of them are all trying to figure out how to have a ‘post-marriage’ group or clan that they can join for when people start leaving the Brides. It’ll happen at some point. People will fall in love, need to shift their lives, have a family, and move on.

“So being forced to split the family, so to speak, is not something they like either. Your inner-circle was a family unto itself. You’re not the only one suffering.”

Ash nodded his head at Locke’s words.

They’d entered the outer edge of the city and were now moving toward the center of it. A great many people were flying this way and that. There were even more moving through the streets.

In addition, there were people who most certainly looked like guards of some sort.

As well as people moving about in sect, clan, or family robes. Moving through the streets in small groups or chatting with others. There were street vendors and market stalls.

It looked very much like an Orthodox Alliance city.

I don’t think this is the right place to be… this isn’t somewhere we could build power quickly.

Shen’s taken the Orthodox Alliance, and unless we want to try and push up against that, it’s out of our reach. If he even managed to convert four of the Assemblies from that massive number of people, they’d have more power than we do in the whole of what we have.

It was obvious he had his own helpers and masters helping him as well.

This… Unorthodox Path is just the same as the Orthodox Alliance, but decentralized. Each city is its own city-state with its own laws and regulations. Some are probably more lax than others, and some might be more tyrannical.

It’s just a decentralized version of the Orthodox Alliance.

“It seems very similar to my eyes to the Orthodox Alliance,” Na reported in English.

“Yes,” Qiao answered, having received the bare entry education that all the other Brides receive, which included the ‘Battle Language’ as it was called, English. She had yet to be carved into by Ash, however. “This city is quite similar to the Orthodox Alliance. Many cities are.”

“It’s just a decentralized version, isn’t it?” Ash asked. It seemed as if the others had come to or were coming to the same conclusion he had. That this wasn’t actually an answer they could use to claw their way up to a rapid seat of power.

To use the Unorthodox, or the Orthodox, would take years of work. Which was doable, providing Shen didn’t try to take them over or force something to happen.

It was entirely possible that Shen could become an absolute monster and change the entirety of the realm.

Ash’s original plan to grow at a modest but steady pace and take over had gone out the window.

“Qiao,” Ash said, his mind shifting through possibilities.

There was one thing left to consider, and he wasn’t quite sure how to ask what he was thinking. In fact, he barely knew what he was about to ask himself.

“Yes, Ashley?” Qiao asked, her whole body just about turning toward him even as they walked. Her using his full name had caused Mei to turn her head toward the other woman.

Ash noted it, but decided it’d be best not to respond to what that was.

“If I were to ask you… where is Murim the most… Murim, here,” Ash began. “Where might makes right, and someone with a strong fist, a good blade, and a willingness to hurt people, would get you the throne. Where would I go?”

“The Demonic Cult,” Qiao answered immediately and without even thinking about it. “Or as they prefer to call themselves, the Divine Cult. It’s very much a dog-eat-dog lifestyle. The weak are meat; the strong eat.”

Nodding his head as he considered that, he realized that was likely where he needed to be.

Because the fastest way to get power here in this plane, this place, was to take it by force. Then use it to take the Orthodox Alliance, or more accurately, Shen, by force.

If he didn’t want to wait for many years and possibly risk the re-opening of the portals and the appearance of the Emperor, Ash needed to figure out how to make things happen in less than five years as the goal.

If it was as brutal as he hoped, he could very well become the leader of this location pretty quickly.

Though the name was strange. He wasn’t quite sure if it was related to the people he called Demonic Cultivators, but he didn’t think so.

“Who is it led by?” Ash asked as they walked by a very normal-looking government building. The Unorthodox Path really did seem like a slightly grittier, perhaps less honorable, decentralized version of the Orthodox Alliance.

It wasn’t the answer to Ash’s problem.

“The Dark Sovereign,” Qiao answered.

“And… where are they? Is this one location? Multiple?” Ash pushed.

“It’s… they’re… ah… they live in a range of mountains and valleys. It’s to the far east,” Qiao replied, sounding confused now. As if she weren’t quite sure what he was asking, despite it being such a simple question. “Many cities spread out across the ranges, the valleys, and a little way out into the plains below. They lost a great battle with the Alliance several generations ago and have been quiet since then. There were rumors, briefly, that it was starting to make moves perhaps half a year ago, then it all went quiet again.”

With all that said, Ash felt like this was the direction to take.

He would lean on the Sheng Sect to slowly build strength among the Orthodox and Unorthodox, while he and a small group went to the mountains.

It didn’t sound like it was related to those he knew, however. Just a coincidence in the naming convention.

Other than the leader’s title.

Dark Sovereign.

Kinda… kiddy sounding.

What was it called? When kids had overactive imaginations? I forgot the term, but I’m sure you can search my memories better than I can.

“I… can’t, but thank you for the vote of confidence, dear? I love you.”

Ah! Eighth-grader syndrome.

Very ‘I’m the Dark Sovereign, suffer my apocalypse hellfire attack’ feelings on that one. Maybe he has things like ‘Dark Eternal Flame’ or something?

“I mean… maybe? It seems we’ll be traveling even further, though. It took us several days of flying just to get here. I wonder how far this will be?”
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Ash wasn’t quite sure what to think of where they were now. It was certainly a city, but it was also not a city that he’d expect.

They’d flown toward the mountains where Qiao had stated that the Demonic Cult lived, and walked the rest of the way. They went through a number of small villages and locations on the way.

They were actually filled with Citizens who didn’t have Dantians. When they did encounter a Cultivator, they were often just in the Refiner realm. More than enough to handle Citizens, but not much more than that.

There were many farms and trading hubs in these outer areas.

After moving into the mountains, the locations changed to a degree, but not completely.

There were significantly fewer citizens as they moved to larger locations, but there was never a complete lack of them. Ash also noted that the Qi in the area had been much thicker, yet somehow more violent.

Or perhaps volatile.

This city seemed to be filled with dangerous men and women. It acted like a city, but also didn’t. They had a simple goal here: to meet someone in power and sell information.

Earn a place and see what they could do.

“The Qi is strange,” Mei murmured quietly as they moved through the street. They’d asked for directions from someone to find an inn, and it’d been relayed without an issue. Though Ash did note that the speaker had stared openly at his group.

Which wasn’t a surprise given that Mei, Na, Chunhua, and Siu were with him. Qiao would be rejoining them later. She was undergoing more Bride training.

“Aggressive is what I would call it,” Siu answered. “If I wasn’t actively making sure that I took nothing but what Ashley gives me… oh me, oh my, I’m sure I’d have an issue with this. I think I now understand what Qiao meant about Orthodox not coming here.”

To Ash, cultivating here wasn’t an issue. He drew it all in, let his vortex of a Qi Sea fold it, purify it, add it to the collective, and smooth out its edges.

If he were a normal Orthodox practitioner, this would be quite difficult. It’d be like attempting to push a bouncing ball through a hole roughly the exact size it would need to pass through to the other side. It’d take far more time to do it while using many of the normal Cultivation methods.

As he looked around, Ash noticed that most people with a Dantian were radiating the same violent Qi. Whatever their cultivation methods were, they likely lined up with the Qi that they were handling.

“It makes me feel… off,” Chunhua hissed and gave her head a shake. “I’m not sure I can remain here easily, or for long. I’ve only worked with natural Qi or Ash’s. This leaves me feeling unsettled.”

I… suppose that’s true.

For those who actively Cultivate, this place isn’t just an annoyance; it’s an actual issue.

There are those who simply use what I give them to power themselves, and those who actively Cultivate.

Siu is a passive receiver, Chu is an active Cultivator.

In fact, I…

Ash hesitated, then really looked at everyone with him.

They all looked uncomfortable, other than Siu.

Shit.

Locke, pull them all into the Hall once we’re in an area where you can manage it. It seems that I’ll have to take only Siu with me. They can’t help but Cultivate, can they?

You’ve been handing out Passive Cultivation techniques to everyone to strengthen them, but that’s made it much harder for them all to be here with me.

“I… yes. You’re exactly right. Everyone in your immediate circle has a passive Cultivation technique. It helps a great deal with constantly growing power, but I didn’t account for a situation like this. Only Siu doesn’t have one because you’re her only source of Qi.

“Though there’s a larger problem.”

Ash had noticed it before Locke had said something. There were more than a few violent disruptions in the Qi around Ash. He had been training himself to be sensitive to changes in Qi density because it often reflected people moving around who had high strength.

Pull them the moment we can get out of sight.

Ash didn’t signal anything, didn’t warn anyone, he just turned and started walking into an alley. Everyone stutter-stepped once and then fell in with him. As soon as they were in the alley, everyone but Siu blinked out of existence.

Locke pulled them clear of the situation.

“Before you ask, it was the right call. They were starting to suffer a deviation. Not quite a Qi deviation, but a deviation. Their Qi Seas were… it was like shaking a pot of water while trying to pour into it from a shaking pitcher. While it was being boiled. They were never going to say anything, but it’s now clear after pulling them in that they were deeply uncomfortable, and it was getting worse.”

Right… then I see why they don’t really care if Orthodox people show up. They just can’t cultivate here. They stand out.

Self-destruct in a way.

In fact, that might even be why I have people rushing toward me, isn’t it?

Stood out.

Ash spun, put an arm around Siu, pulled her in close to his side, and started throwing an endless stream of somewhat rough, needy, and sexualized thoughts at her. He was attempting to push at her a bit more than normal to stimulate her in a bit of a ‘rough’ way.

He was hoping her presence would turn sharp so that she would match everyone else around.

At the same time, Ash actively worked to give himself a somewhat ‘spiky’ appearance to his Qi and aura. He immediately blended in better with the people around him.

Other than how he and Siu looked.

Their dress and style stood out against everyone else, but not in a unique way. Just uncommon. Enough to set them apart as odd, but not wrong.

“Oh me, oh my. By my hair, Ashley Sheng? Husband, you’re being bold. Not that I said no last time,” growled Siu with a tone that matched the thoughts he’d thrown at her. He felt the pink bubble of her shield contract down tight around him in a possessive way.

Ash only managed another ten steps before he felt it. Someone was coming for him with killing intent. There was no other way to describe it.

Well, here we go. Time to make a splash.

Before he could react, Siu pivoted around Ash, threw a heavy metal fan outward, brought her other hand up, and spread out a second fan.

There was a scream followed by a thump.

Ash whipped around, pushed Qi out of himself, and took up his Qi-spider-legs. Eight for mobility, four for weapons, and he immediately lifted himself right up off the ground. Additionally, he formed a middle section like an insect’s torso or abdomen and shaped it into a platform.

Then plunked Siu down atop it.

Several fans made of Qi in the same exact shape as her weapons were formed upon that platform in case she needed more weapons, as well as a forked-seat. Something she could wedge herself into and remain stationary.

In front of him was a group of ten people with an eleventh on the ground.

They were split in half.

Forming a wall around himself and around three sides of Siu, Ash lifted up his four weapon arms and made ready to stab forward.

“Haaa! Very good,” called a voice, stepping out from the group of ten. “Very, very good. I like it. I like it a lot. I think I should take you as a disciple and the woman as—”

Ash stabbed forward with all four weapon arms. Two of them slammed through the speaker, the third took his head off, and the fourth went through the air to the spot Ash had expected him to go to.

Once he realized that the man hadn’t bothered to move at all, Ash scraped his corpse off the tips of his legs with the fourth. Like it was a piece of shit to be wiped off a boot.

When the body hit the ground, Ash noted the remaining nine no longer looked eager to fight. No longer looked like they even wanted to be here.

“That it then?” Ash asked. “If so, remember this moment. You were spared. I claim the right of the victor, though, and anything this fool owns.”

Picking up the trembling corpse, which wasn’t quite a corpse yet as it was still trying to biologically function, Ash turned one of the leg tips into a hand and started rifling through his pockets, clothes, and then his mouth. Looking for gold fillings.

If he was going to survive somewhere where might made right, Ash needed to make sure everyone understood his might was a vicious one. A nasty one that would take victories whenever presented.

There was a collective hiss as if someone wanted to argue with him.

Rather than respond, Ash flicked out one of his weaponized limbs and caught the person who had made the noise. As casually as could be, Ash drew the person up underneath the platform where Siu was sitting, and began cocooning the now screaming female Cultivator in Qi. He wrapped her up and stuck her to the bottom of the platform.

Ash looked at the remaining individuals as if challenging them to respond. Wondering what they’d say.

“Do any of you know who’s in charge here?” Ash asked, finishing up with the woman and the Qi cocoon. As well as looting the dead man.

“We have information to sell,” Siu added from where she stood perched on the platform. “Oh me, oh my. You shouldn’t look at me like that. I might get annoyed. Mmm? Didn’t you hear me? Don’t look at me. I’ll take your eyes out.”

The last was said with a growl and a promise.

Uh?

“She’s… you… riled her up. You normally send her very warm and fuzzy things. You sent her something very different today.”

Are… are you telling me that Siu is unhinged?

Since when?

“She always was. You’ve just been a placating influence since the get-go. Or did you forget your first meeting with her, when she tried on three different masks in rapid fire to see how you responded?

“Siu, Hui, and Na get along well. I’ve often helped balance Siu. Or… did you not notice this when she and Ren tag-teamed you to build up their Daos?”

Ash clicked his tongue, flicked his head to the side to get his hair out of his eyes, and looked at the people in front of him.

“The Divine Spirit Shurin leads this city and many others,” said one of the people suddenly in a burst of volume. “Divine Spirit Shurin. You can find their palace at the end of this road! End of the road. If you want to sell information, that’s where to do it.”

Everyone turned and fled. Not bothering to remain behind to try to recover the dead or their cocooned companion. They all simply took off at a dead Qi-burning sprint.

Reaching out with a long limb, Ash picked up Siu’s fan and handed it back to her while turning his large Qi-made body around.

“Hm. Hm, hm, hm,” Siu said from above and behind himself. “Give me the girl. I want to ask her questions. Thank you for the fan, Darling.”

Darling was spoken with two sharp syllables. As if it were ‘Dar-Ling’.

Rather than argue with her, Ash swung himself to a higher position, hanging twenty feet above the street, and casually plucked the squirming cocoon off the base and then lifted it up to Siu.

Once all eight legs were moving across the street, Ash quickly found his speed and rhythm. Falling into a quick and steady pace as they moved up the street.

An increase in altitude with every step that moved them ever upward toward what he was starting to think was the peak of the mountain.

“Darling, I dismissed her. Exactly as you think. Information is key,” Siu said, sounding quite pleased with herself.

Ash nodded his head at that as they continued up the road. It moved in a slight curve before reaching a small two-person-wide walkway.

It was clearly the way to go, as at the end of the path was a large manor. One with multiple stories, torches that burned in an odd way, and a great deal of ornamentation and banners hung all along the walls.

“The purple is lovely, but the blue is jarring,” Siu remarked.

“Not everyone is a gorgeous creature from myth that looks good in everything and nothing,” Ash countered and started forward. The Qi-legs clutched to the sides of the path and moved them rapidly right up toward the large manor.

“Flatterer. I love you. I love it. Stop it some more,” Siu purred breathily.

Clambering along, Ash took them right up to the very large and oddly arched double door. There were multiple patterns and symbols on it that Ash didn’t recognize.

He did feel their power, however.

There was a great power lurking in that door. One that was angry and violent, yet not alive at all.

Yet there were no guards at the door either.

No one to speak to about the situation, or even a hint on how to contact this supposed Divine Spirit. No hint of anything or what to do.

Other than the door, with its very nasty, layered enchantment.

“I can’t touch the door,” Ash remarked once he realized Siu was waiting for him to do or say something. “It’s enchanted, and it looks particularly mean.”

“Mean you say?” Siu asked, still sounding rather breathy and on edge. “Well… you’re someone particularly mean yourself, aren’t you? Should we consider this the ‘door knocker’, so to speak? Won’t my Darling knock for me?”

Hm.

Well.

“I hate that you take every request she makes seriously, even the stupid ones,” growled Locke.

Ash lifted his actual hand and leaned close to the enchantment.

It wasn’t just mean; now that he was looking at it, it was lethal.

This was designed to kill people who attempted to utilize this door.

No door knocker was this.

Now that he was looking at the enchantment, Ash felt like this was just… wrong.

An odd thought came to his mind, and it caused him to sigh heavily.

Shifting his Qi-legs to the side, and rather than going over the wall, Ash began to skitter along the broken rocky outcroppings. Treacherous points of loose rocks and boulders forced Ash to contort the Qi-legs more than once to gain a better grip, or simply to penetrate the earth.

“I wonder if… ohhh? Were we deceived, Darling? Was the road not a road at all, but a death trap?” Siu asked, clearly working the same line of thought he’d just been on. “This is a tricky thing. A tricky location. I find I rather like it. It’ll let me flex a bit more than normal. I’m usually forced to be such a good wife.”

Ash didn’t respond and just focused on moving them around the large walled building.

As they crossed the corner of a wall and shifted to another wall, Ash saw ahead of him a large, wide paved road. One that looked as if it were heading up the mountainside toward a rather large building.

If he didn’t miss his guess, it came from the bottom of the city they’d been in and came around from a lower angle. Those individuals really had attempted to send Ash to his death.

Not that he could blame them, given the situation. He’d just killed two of their number and abducted a third. They may have even followed along behind to see if Ash would touch it so they could loot him.

Turning the next corner, Ash found a very small number of people on the road. Perhaps four.

Only one was standing at the wide, similarly arched doors. These had much more decorative symbols and ornamentation on them, while also lacking the enchantment that promised death.

Moving to the road, Ash lowered himself until his feet nearly touched. He shrunk the Qi-legs down to nothing and removed the walls around Siu.

She nimbly hopped down and landed with a light pat beside him.

Getting the hint, Ash withdrew his legs completely and was now standing on the road. He and Siu lined up behind the person at the gates who had been talking to the guard.

Only for that person to get stabbed by one of the guards. The other grabbed them by the throat and started rifling through their pockets and pack. In seconds, the man was looted, and the first person who had stabbed him shoved the man down the road.

Causing him to hit it with a thump, then begin rolling.

Only to pick up speed and start cartwheeling down the stones.

Down… down… toward the bottom.

Ash looked from the falling man back to the guards. They were both easily in the Mortal realm. Somewhere in the Enlightened late stage or early Awakened.

Both guards looked at Ash, unfazed by what they’d just done. As if they’d done it so many times now, it was almost boring.

“Lee Sheng,” Ash said, going with a false name for now. One that could also fit his whole name later. Ash-Lee Sheng. “Want to sell information to Shurin about the Alliance Orthodox Assembly of Assemblies that just took place.”

The guard on the left acted at that moment, his arm pumping forward, the sword that’d been sheathed appearing in his hand.

Barely moving, Ash caught the blade with a set of tines made out of Qi that came out of his robe at the sleeve. It caught the weapon, twisted it, and flicked it.

Letting Ash catch it with his right hand.

Looking at the retrieved blade, he inspected it. It was a good blade, but very mundane.

Flipping it around, Ash held it out to the guard he’d just disarmed without too much of an issue.

“Would Divine Spirit Shurin be interested?” Ash finished, as if he weren’t bothered at all.

There was a grunt, and the other guard slid down to his knees, then tipped over to the side.

“Keep your hands to yourself, pleeeeease,” Siu said, one fan held up in front of herself, slowly moving back and forth. Her eyes had an odd light to them when she looked at Ash. He could feel her smile from behind the fan.

The man who had just fallen down hadn’t touched Siu, but he’d tried.

Or so Ash gathered from the pink flames that were burning away at the back of the man’s wrist. Whatever she hit him with had dropped him in that instant.

Grimacing, the standing guard looked at the one lying on the ground, then at Ash, and then at Siu.

“Go in, tell the Strategy Master what you’re selling. He’ll decide,” hissed the guard and shoved the large double doors open. Then the guard… promptly began robbing the other guard of everything on him.

This is definitely more what I expected from the “Unorthodox”, I suppose.

Siu and Ash walked through the archway and were inside a large, open courtyard. It seemed more akin to a location that would be suitable for a sect.

“May I assist?” asked a young man who was clearly a citizen from not far off.

“I was told to speak to the Strategy Master,” Ash repeated. The title sounded strange in his mouth, like it didn’t quite fit what it should be. It would do for now, he imagined.

If this was the proverbial foot in the door, he’d make it count.

“Certainly, certainly. Come this way, please,” murmured the Citizen, turning to lead Ash and Siu away.

This was the goal that they’d been looking for, so Ash saw no reason to decline.

Though he couldn’t deny he had a momentary concern about having manhandled the door guards, yet the citizen didn’t seem to think much of it.


Sixteen

Walking along through the courtyard, Ash saw that there were more purple and blue decorative pieces everywhere. There were a great many symbols and banners as well.

It reminded him more of entrenched religious sites rather than a sect.

He was beginning to wonder if this ‘divine’ cult was something more akin to a religious order.

In no time at all, Ash and Siu were brought to an ornate side building of sorts. It wasn’t part of the main building, but it was clearly in the same style.

The same decorations and building materials were used.

This wasn’t added after the fact; it was built at the same time and in the same way.

The large, double-arched doors were wide open, and a series of desks stood inside, with people seated at them. They were all quietly drawing with brushes onto paper. It wasn’t something Ash had seen before. Though neither had he often gone to buildings where this might’ve taken place.

Like a government, educational facility, or copying house.

Not waiting, the Citizen departed, leaving Siu and Ash there.

Glancing at the beautiful woman, Ash found she was watching him. Watching him in a way that made him think about the fact that he would probably need to give her a drip-feed of thoughts to shift her Qi to resemble what was around them.

While also feeding her pure Qi through his Bond of Sheng.

Siu’s fan came up and covered most of her face even before Ash started pushing a few thoughts her way. Which only caused her to smile, then gesture with her free hand to the door.

Getting the hint, Ash entered first and took several steps in, then paused.

He was once again stuck with the fact that he lacked cultural awareness of what to do here.

Locke Sheng.

Dear wife.

Beautiful one.

Future mother of my children.

Was anyone able to extract information from the woman Siu sent over?

“Oh! Uhm, yes! Yes. But not in regard to where you are. We’re still working with her. She’s rather… feral.”

Nodding his head, Ash decided to follow what he assumed was the culture here.

Might made right.

In this case, Ash wasn’t on the side of might; he was a petitioner who would be viewed as weak. That meant he needed to approach whoever looked the strongest, or had the most elevated position, and present himself.

To the side was a larger desk than the others. It was in the corner, at the same level without being raised up, but it was noteworthy. It had symbols along its sides, an actual chair, and a banner behind it.

Strategy Master, I presume?

Sitting at the desk was a man in his sixties, give or take. He looked much older than Ash would have presumed, but he also wasn’t a very strong Cultivator. He was in the late Refiner stages. Pale silver brows, pale silver hair, and a strange pair of glasses perched on his nose.

Ash walked over to the individual behind the desk and stood there, waiting for him to notice Ash. He was a petitioner after all, not someone of strength or presence. He wasn’t someone who could force much of anything, other than just waiting to be acknowledged.

The man finished up with a stroke of his long-handled brush, laid it to the side, then truly looked at Ash. Looked at him and seemed to take him in, in a way that made Ash feel somewhat naked.

Or at least exposed and being given a complete inspection at the same time.

“Yes?” asked the man, though only after his eyes flicked to Siu, remained there for a long beat, and came back to Ash.

“I was in the Orthodox Assembly’s…” Ash’s words fell away as he suddenly realized he didn’t know how to phrase this. “I was there when the Assembly of Assemblies was held. I was buying some things and… I saw something, and I’ve been running ever since. I came all the way here, and I want to sell that information.”

The Strategy Master had looked uninterested when Ash first started speaking, but his entire self shifted dramatically as soon as Ash said ‘Orthodox Assembly’. Now he was looking at Ash as if the man were a child listening enraptured to a storyteller.

“Everyone out,” called the old man without looking away from Ash, and before Ash could say anything further.

Blinking, Ash looked around and watched as every single person in the room finished up what they were doing, got up, and left. The door was shut behind the last person who performed a short bow to the man Ash was talking to.

“Continue,” the Strategy Master declared the moment the door had been shut.

“The Orthodox Alliance head was apparently murdered. Then the Strategist was murdered,” Ash stated simply. Without any gilding of the lily or any preamble.

The Strategy Master’s eyes bulged and went wide while sitting up in his seat.

“A young man named Shen killed them both. He killed a great many people, I think,” Ash continued. “Then, when the Assembly of Assemblies attacked him, he began killing them, too. Others joined in to fight them.

“Yet… yet no one really seems to know about it. I talked to a few people on the road as I traveled this way. No one knows anything about this. Despite the fact that no one who went to the Assembly of Assemblies has returned.

“I think there are a lot of dead. That few people will return, if ever. Those who do return are almost certainly aligned with this ‘Shen’ character. I didn’t see him personally, but I hear he set the Strategist on fire.

“Then I escaped the large central area and fled. I tried to help an Assembly member hide after they escaped as well. Before I could help, they went running down the street and were attacked. Right then and there, in the street.

“I hid myself to make sure I wasn’t marked as someone of importance. I escaped a few days later and… here I am.”

The Strategy Master was staring at nothing as far as Ash could tell. His eyes were stuck to a distant point somewhere off to Ash’s right. Unseeing and unblinking.

Processing what he’d just been told and acting more like someone who’d only just woken up.

“I… see,” the man got out finally, blew out a slow breath, and nodded his head. “You will… repeat this. You will repeat this to Shurin. And then likely the Heavenly Demon himself. They need to hear this. Immediately.”

Not waiting, the old man stood up fully, took Ash’s sleeve between his fingers, and began pulling him forward.

And there we are.

Our entry.

As well as causing a problem for Shen.

***

The Divine Spirit Shurin didn’t see Ash. The very moment they heard what the Strategy Master said, Ash and Siu were literally taken into custody.

Protective custody, but still custody.

Shurin arranged a flying Qi carriage and took Ash, Siu, the Strategy Master, and a host of others deep into the mountains. Ash had been able to look out the window of the carriage as they went, though the people around him didn’t want to talk much.

They were all in the middle stages of the Mortal realm, with a few in the later part. Silent, grim, and professional, they were uninterested in Ash or Siu. This was their job, and everything about it was mandated, so it was done.

Apparently, talking wasn’t on that list of approved actions.

The carriage flew for a great deal of the way, though there were more than a few places where it lowered itself to ground height, met with others, then drove onward. Only to fly again in other areas.

In a full system view, it made Ash feel like there were layers of defenses as well as layers to who was allowed to do what and where. It was a curious thing, though he couldn’t fault the logic of it.

If they were indeed heading for the peak of the tallest mountain, or the deepest part of the mountain range itself, then the higher you went, the closer to the center, perhaps, the more prestige you had.

It would also make it easy to tell if someone didn’t belong amongst the layered populations.

The coach bumped in a heavy way as it rolled swiftly along the road. There had been very few moments when it wasn’t traveling at full speed. Even though the sun was getting near the horizon, it left Ash feeling odd.

They’d never left the mountain range. It meant it was a truly large range that spanned many hundreds of miles.

Before he could finish that interesting thought, the coach came to a full stop.

“The Heavenly Demon will see and speak with you,” called a voice from outside the coach. “You will, however, not speak unless told to speak. That is all.”

That’s kinda… there’s got to be more rules, right?

“No idea, hon. The person you handed over was a very low-ranking ‘Demon’ as they call themselves. Barely above a citizen. It’s helpful in some ways, not helpful at all in others.”

The door opened, and half the guards got out while the other half waited. Which meant it was Ash’s turn. Siu exited before he could do anything, and he ended up following her out.

Yet no sooner than they were both on the ground, Ash realized they were in a large open courtyard.

Arranged in two rows, one on the left, one on the right, were six seats. Directly in front of him was a seventh seat, and it was at a higher elevation than the other six.

Each seat was filled with a person.

In that seventh seat was something Ash was unprepared for.

A small, wiry, pale, dark-eyed man. He was perhaps only five-foot-six, looked as if he didn’t have much muscle mass to him, and had lank, dark black hair. His eyes were nearly devoid of color except for the barest hint of a bluish-purple hue.

If Ash had to give him an age, it’d be late thirties, early forties.

Ash barely had any time to notice the other six, though, because what he felt coming from this seventh man was strange. Strange and lethal.

He was putting out enough force and power that he was easily at a level that Ash couldn’t help but compare him to the Emperor when he sent Ash to prison.

On top of that, there was something else here. Something strange that gave Ash an odd sensation. It reminded him of when one could run a magnet by another and feel it flip over with a click.

Except it didn’t feel like it had aligned with him. It didn’t feel like opposition either.

Strangely, it seemed to barely register to his Dao or his senses as Lord Sheng.

There was most certainly something happening, however.

The man’s nearly colorless eyes picked Ash over; his hair, clothes, limbs, and boots. He seemed to note everything, move briefly to Siu, then returned to Ash. There was an interest in his eyes that hadn’t been there only moments before. He’d seen something on, about, or in Ash that’d changed his starting point.

He leaned forward in his seat, then gestured with one hand. An open hand raised out to Ash, while also indicating a clear spot for Ash to go to in front of the man.

Not waiting, Ash went quickly to that spot. He’d noted that there were people around the edges, and they were in a strange kneeling, yet sitting position.

Part of him wanted to ask Locke for information, but he didn’t think she’d have any for him.

Operating on a hunch, Ash went to the spot, dropped down to full kneel, then bowed. Bowed at the waist as if he were bowing to someone so much higher in status than him, which felt akin to bowing to the Emperor when he met him.

Especially since Ash was this close to the man, he now knew for a fact.

He wasn’t in the Mortal realm.

This man was in the Immortal realm. Deep in it.

To the point that Ash couldn’t actually determine how strong he was.

Other than ‘very strong’, that was. Very strong and very much holding his power, killing intent, and aura back. At this distance, Ash could feel the actual restraint in place.

Like a dam holding back a large river.

Yet there didn’t seem to be any friction with Ash’s Dao. There was no momentum grind between himself and this man, yet there was still one between himself and the Emperor.

In fact, Ash couldn’t even identify where this person’s momentum began or ended. If it existed at all.

At this moment in time, Ash couldn’t even say that there was any momentum at all here or that there was a large group of people functioning together toward the same goal.

Very strange.

“You’re not a member of the Cult,” the man said in a raspy voice. He sounded convinced of the statement even as he made it. “You may rise.”

Ash did so and noted that Siu had taken the exact same position he had.

“I’m not, no,” Ash admitted as he got to his feet and stood there. “I’m not technically part of any organization in this realm other than my family, but… I had to leave their location. I couldn’t go back for fear of what might happen. I realized my only answer was to go far enough away to vanish.”

“So here you are,” the man continued, the same oddly still voice, filled with a firm and heavy power. It wasn’t like Gen, where it was a whisper; it was just that this man spoke at a normal volume without much inflection. Nor did his voice carry or project. “Well, let’s hear what you have to say.”

There was an odd tightness in his chest at those words, and Ash felt like he shouldn’t disobey. He also felt the barest flicker of something. Something large and heavy that brushed up against his momentum, only to slide away before it made contact.

“I am Lee Sheng,” Ash said formally and bowed once more to the man and stood up again. Ash would keep his words truthful and correct. “I traveled to the Assembly of Assemblies to see if I could gain power. Power and relationships. While there, I was able to enter the Assembly through some subterfuge.

“A young man named Shen killed the Alliance Strategist. He then stated he had already killed the Alliance Leader. I suspect he killed many of the… the Alliance’s leadership. He then invited everyone in the Assembly to attack him, and they did. He had many supporters help him, and the whole thing turned into a massive brawl.

“I escaped and made it to the streets. I attempted to assist an Assembly member in escaping and hiding, but they ran and were attacked in the street. I’m fairly certain they died. I’m fairly certain everyone died.

“I then hid and escaped later by fighting my way to safety. I couldn’t go home, so… I went as far away as I could.”

The man’s eyes opened wide as Ash spoke. As if he could barely believe what’d been said.

Even as Ash spoke, the man had turned to look at an older man in his fifties.

Who immediately ran away at a dead sprint. As if his life depended on something.

When Ash’s story came to a close, the man was breathing in forced breaths. Long, slow, and perfectly even. Which belied the extreme tension that seemed to live in the man.

A steel strut that was bending under the weight of a building pressing down on it. Unbreaking, but straining under the weight of it all.

“His name was Shen,” the man who was most certainly the ‘Dark Sovereign’ confirmed. Ash nodded his head. “He claimed to have killed the Alliance leader, and you witnessed him kill the Strategist.”

Once more, Ash nodded his head, then decided to volunteer information.

“He set them on fire. As if the Strategist’s Qi was on fire,” Ash put in. “Not that the man was on fire, but his Qi, his meridians, and his Qi Sea were all on fire.”

The Dark Sovereign’s face finally shifted into something else, other than the placid, unmoving mask he’d been wearing up to this point.

His brows moved down and towards one another, his eyes scrunched up at the corners. As if he were interested, curious, and confused at the same time.

“Fire?” he parroted, his eyes moving away from Ash.

No sooner than his eyes left Ash again, than Ash felt as if he could breathe easier. The man’s heavy gaze had a power in it and it felt strange.

For a long time, Ash had been a big fish in the ponds he was in.

Right now, he was just a medium-sized fish in a very large pond. The man in front of him might as well have been a whale and didn’t belong in this pond.

This was an exhilarating, if marginally nerve-wracking, experience.

Siu’s small pink bubble squirmed into place around him, and he was suddenly freed of the fear. In return, he threw several rough thoughts in a row that he knew she would enjoy.

The Dark Sovereign looked back at Ash.

“Well,” he began and stood up. He walked down the raised dais and stepped up to Ash. He was actually shorter than Ash, he realized, but he didn’t feel at all like he was looking down at someone lesser. “It would seem I’ve been given information that I was in desperate need of, before I needed it. I’ll have to give you a suitable reward.

“You’re new to the Cult, and you don’t believe… that can be fixed in time, however. Not to mention, if someone from the Orthodox can come and join us, and even be rewarded, who am I to discourage it? It would encourage others to do the same.”

The Dark Sovereign took a step away from Ash and looked at Siu.

“Darling is my husband,” Siu said in a firm tone, once more breaking darling into two sharp syllables. Followed by a short bubbly laugh that didn’t sound quite right to Ash. It also sounded very much like Siu’s laugh, however.

He was perhaps only now coming to understand that Siu wasn’t quite right. That when Hui had healed, Siu had never even perhaps tried and just concealed it.

With an odd flinch, the Dark Sovereign stepped away from Siu and moved back toward Ash. Whatever he saw there, he wanted no part of.

Thankfully.

“How can I reward you, Sheng? Because the most troublesome enemy is not one that’s strong, but one that’s unseen. And until this moment, this enemy of mine, this new enemy, was unseen,” the man stated, watching Ash.

“I… would like to join the Cult. I don’t know how, or… where to start,” offered up Ash. This was an opportunity to get to a starting point, though. With any luck, he could manage something of a starter level and work his way up. “Nor the rules or culture. I want to learn, though. I don’t… even know how to properly address you.”

The Dark Sovereign finally smiled.

A wide smile as if he’d been granted exactly what he wanted.

“Oh, yes? Oh yes,” growled out the Dark Sovereign. There was a strange ripple of power that came out of him. It reeked of violence, aggression, power, and the promise of death. “Yes. Yes. We’ll give you a starting point. We’ll give you a wonderful place to begin. You’ll start as one of my personal attendants. I’ll assign you a personal tutor.

“Your room and board will be provided, of course, as well as a base level of pay. Your wife shall receive similar treatment and maintain a similar position. For today and tomorrow, you will be instructed in the proper way to operate in the Cult.

“Well… for the most part. Two days isn’t quite enough, but we can get the bare minimums down. That should suffice. I’ll also, of course, provide you with a reward in coin, several artifacts, and the promise of my personal protection. For a time at least.

“Congratulations on joining the Cult, Sheng. Your initiation will be soon, and if you survive that, you’ll get that position I mentioned.”

Turning, the man walked toward the back of the courtyard.

“Oh, and please… address me as the Heavenly Demon,” he finished and left. Leaving Ash standing with Siu in the center of the courtyard. Six pairs of eyes from those who had been observing from the sides watched with emotions Ash couldn’t place.

Standing there, he looked around.

Waiting.

Desperately hoping someone would rescue him and lead him away.

Hopefully.


Seventeen

Ash and Siu were indeed given two days of lecture on the basics of the Divine Cult.

They were also given room and board, which wasn’t bad at all and actually quite nice. The pay was worthwhile as well and given in Awakened Stones, though the Qi of these stones was the aggressive type that flowed through the mountains.

All in all, Ash couldn’t really fault the Heavenly Demon for what he’d given them so far.

Now it was time for his initiation, which was somewhat aptly, or perhaps horribly, named the Valley of Demons. Siu would be going through her own initiation in a similar way, but for women.

Bouncing lightly in place, Ash tried to warm up a bit.

It felt weird to undergo an ‘initiation’ after being trained, paid, given room and board, but Ash wasn’t going to complain or counter it. It just felt strange, was all.

Unless the point of the initiation is to make sure people understand it all.

Maybe… maybe this is less of a physical initiation and more of a mental one.

What do you think, my pretty wife, Locke Sheng?

“That I’m once again stuck doing infrastructure work when I’d rather be getting my flume ride on. This sucks. And it kinda annoys me a bit how often you’re bedding Siu. Annoyed.

“But… your theory seems valid. This is likely done for young people, perhaps even your own age or just a bit younger. Beyond indoctrination, but becoming one with the cult. A shared belief system and world view.”

Nodding his head at that, it fit with his own thoughts.

“And what’re you exactly bobbing along to, hm? Hearing voices again?” asked a somewhat sharp and soft voice.

Turning to the speaker, Ash found his instructor standing there.

She was roughly his own age, with dark red eyes, midnight-black hair, and skin that was quite pale. She had a severe cast to her face that made her look aggressive.

Predatory, one could say.

Despite being quite pretty, Ash always felt like he was handling an animal that could bite his hand as easily as ignore him.

She’d been able to catch him more than a few times talking to Locke in his mind and responding as if she were there. With physical movements that would’ve been directed at a Locke standing in front of him.

“Yes,” Ash admitted, meeting her eyes, then grinning with one side of his mouth. “I was. I was trying to work out what exactly this entails, and I agreed with my own thoughts.

“Before you ask, I’d come to the conclusion that this is likely a cultural test and indoctrination, rather than education, or anything physically related. Well, I mean, there’s clearly a physical element, but I don’t mean that the physicality is the test itself.”

Hwa-Ran partially tilted her head back as if to re-evaluate him. Then she let out a soft huff, grinned at him, and reached out and prodded at his sternum. After the first hour, and his calling her a stern little tyrant when he got a naming convention wrong, she’d suddenly loosened up.

“Yes, you’re right. It’s to culturally bind you to us. Closely,” she confirmed, watching him with something edging into respect. “I’m glad you’re thinking of this in the right way. Do be sure to keep your head on tight. It’d be a shame to waste that brain of yours if it got knocked off your shoulders.”

Ah?

Wait, what?

“Are… are lethal abilities allowed?” Ash asked, suddenly having a reminder dropped in front of him that this wasn’t the Murim he knew. This wasn’t the Orthodox or Unorthodox.

This was the Demonic Cult, or as they preferred, the Divine Cult. Though they didn’t seem to disagree with how the Murim thought of them.

“Of course they are,” Hwa-Ran answered, her mouth taking on a frown and her eyebrows coming down partially.

“Yes, of course. How silly of me,” mumbled Ash. “And… there’s no-that is-I can just do what I want?”

“Of course,” Hwa-Ran repeated. “If you have the strength of character to do it and face the consequences of whoever you harmed, then so be it.

“There will be others who look at you and think the same.

“Perhaps someone will realize you’re handsome and decide that you would be a good candidate for someone to take as a partner. Maybe a sister, an aunt, a niece. If they could abduct you and deal with the consequences, then so be it.”

Thinking about that quickly, Ash realized he had information directly in front of him. Willing information that wasn’t requesting a price, or part of a set of things to learn as it had been previously with her.

Or more accurately, who he was allowed to kill or maim in this.

Pushing his fists together in front of himself, Ash bowed his head over the top of them.

“Educator Hwa-Ran, your lowly student seeks advice,” Ash stated in a quiet voice. “Would you please inform me of those I can kill and those I should not?”

Laughing immediately, Hwa-Ran prodded Ash twice more in the chest, then sighed loudly.

“Yes, yes. None of the men in your bracket have firm backers other than the one with red hair. Just don’t maim, injure, or kill that one,” she said, eyeing him.

There was a crack from the far side of the field they were on, causing Ash and Hwa-Ran to both look that way.

“It would seem the female initiation had already started,” Hwa-Ran remarked, then looked back to Ash. She then pointed to the rest of the people behind Ash. “Go get ready. They will announce the goal momentarily. I think it’ll be to reach the top of Demon Fang peak.”

Watching Hwa-Ran for several more seconds, Ash grinned at her, then bowed again to her.

“Thank you, Hwa-Ran. You were a good instructor. I learned a lot. I hope I’ll get to see you in the future,” Ash said sincerely.

Hwa-Ran wrinkled her nose while watching Ash and then clicked her tongue.

“You reek of Orthodox manners but… it’s fine. So long as you don’t fight like one,” she said and then pointed once more.

“You’ll see. Very not Orthodox. Very not Unorthodox,” Ash promised, turned and went to join the others. Most of them were a bit younger than Ash, but not everyone. There were a few around his own age.

Looking out in front of himself, there was a fairly large open area. There were obstacles, buildings, and people wandering around. It seemed the testing area both was and wasn’t prepared in advance.

Everything with the Demonic Cult, or Divine Cult, he corrected himself mentally, was always strange. Sometimes thought out, sometimes not.

Yet always respecting strength and the ability to do what you wanted.

A woman in her mid-twenties with pale blonde hair, eyes as dark as the night sky, and a full figure that would be hard to ignore sauntered out to stand in front of them. She was wearing very little, dragged a long chain along the ground behind her, and looked deeply bored. It was a whip of some sort as the chain started quite thick near her hand, big enough for her hand to fit in a link, going all the way down to a fine, tiny set of links at the end.

She looked at everyone who was gathered in front of her.

Her eyes paused on Ash, the corner of her mouth turned up, and then she looked to everyone else again.

Ash couldn’t deny he most certainly looked.

“Of course, it’s a slightly older goth girl who looks dangerous and needs help in some way. Ugh. I’m losing my touch,” grumbled Locke. “Even that… barely there bikini fits in your head as ‘just enough’. Damnit. Should I dye my hair? Maybe?”

Hush, my darling wife.

“Well,” drawled the woman in a feathery and soft-sounding voice. “You all are here for your initiation. Your goal at this time is fairly simple. Get to the top of Mount Fang. That’s all. No rules. No restrictions. The only thing you may not do is fly. Best of luck?”

As she finished with a question instead of an exclamation, she flicked her wrist to the side.

The chain she’d been dragging along snapped out in a flash to the side with a bang as the tip broke the sound barrier. Ash had watched as it flowed upward, around, and out. The woman had controlled it the whole time with a wrist movement.

She made it look fluid and as simple as could be. Despite the resulting action looking almost impossible.

The momentum of it had been beautiful and amazing.

Everyone else dashed ahead while Ash stood there and stared at her.

The way she’d made it happen had left him grasping at his Dao and attempting to force his understanding to shift.

Immediately.

“You… well, I admit I’m interested,” purred the woman, walking up to him. “Though you really should get a move on. You can’t just stay here with me, you realize.”

The smile on her face was rather pretty, and she seemed to be focusing on him rather intently.

“You can’t steal him,” Hwa-Ran called from the side. “I know you’re upset that you’re still single, but you can’t. Though, given your lack of backing, he could probably attack you.”

This really is what I’d expected the ‘Unorthodox’ to be.

Absolutely what I expected.

Though what Hwa-Ran just suggested is a bit much, isn’t it?

Even going after an instructor?

“I could attack her?” Ash asked, looking at Hwa-Ran.

“Well… yes. You shouldn’t, but yes. Her backing isn’t that great. She’s fairly new to her position and has made a number of enemies. Rejected every man that came for her and got rejected by every man she went after. Made a lot of problems,” Hwa-Ran explained with a wave of her hand. As if she were dismissing the woman in that moment.

“What…? That makes it sound like she’s a misunderstood heroine. This is ridiculous. Now you’re even more interested in her. No! I… I need to appear in this stupid Cult and make a name for myself to get all these stupid women away from you. I’ll kill them all.

“Oh, wait, I can kill them all! They wouldn’t even care in the Divine Cult.

“I like this. We should adapt the Sheng to be the Divine Cult of Sheng. Mm, yes. Yes. I’ll start writing up a new manual.”

Ash mentally rolled his eyes, but had noted a shift in the posture of the two women near him.

The woman with the chain had looked away from Ash and was staring at Hwa-Ran. Watching her in a way that gave away nothing of her emotions, and what was there, Ash couldn’t identify. While Hwa-Ran looked as if she really didn’t like the attention.

It was as if the woman with the chain were watching something. To figure out a puzzle that she wasn’t quite sure of, even as Hwa-Ran was trying to hide it.

Right now, though, Ash needed to go.

Quickly spreading out his Qi-legs, Ash grew out the eight and four setup he’d gotten used to.

All four arms descended on the woman with the chain, wrapped her up in multiple loops of Qi, and promptly stuck her to Ash’s back, while facing forward.

Getting low to the ground, Ash coiled up his legs, elongated them, then launched himself forward.

“Lee?!” asked Hwa-Ran as Ash shot through the air.

Behind him, he could hear the chain-woman suck in a tight breath, her Qi fluctuating wildly as several abilities clearly activated. Ash only pulled the Qi bands around her more tightly with the two hands holding her.

Two other Qi-hands were building a platform under him, behind him, and building out a ‘thorax’. Having it there would let him fill it rapidly or empty it for balance purposes.

Before he hit the ground, the chain-woman was locked in place. Her abilities fizzled out as he drained her. Because while his Qi was touching her, he was draining her of Qi.

I’m a giant Spider, alright.

“Stop!” demanded the chain-woman. “You will put me down, right now.”

“No, thank you,” Ash said a second before his Qi legs struck the earth. He hit the ground, bent his Qi-legs low, and then sprang upward again. “I need your help. There was no rule that said I couldn’t use your expertise. So, I’m borrowing you. I would’ve borrowed Hwa-Ran, but you were closer to me, and you know what the test is since you were the one to tell us when to go.”

The air was rushing past Ash as he hit the ground, sprang up, and continued to dash through the air.

“I’ll kill you,” hissed the woman behind him.

“I’ll pay you,” countered Ash.

She went quiet at that. Clearly contemplating his words.

Ash finally saw everyone who had run ahead of him. They were crossing a wide-open area right now that only had one building in it.

“I’ll think on it,” argued the woman.

“Help me, I pay you, or I wrap you up in a cocoon, and maybe I disappear your pretty self,” Ash countered.

There was a deafening silence after he said that.

At least until Ash slammed into the ground just ahead of everyone else in his testing group.

Ash leapt at them.

Three of the thirty-some-odd people were right in front of him.

Ash caught all three, wrapped them up in Qi, and stuck them into the torso portion of his Qi-body. Then he turned and went to the next four in a line.

They’d all turned toward Ash as he wrapped up the other three.

Learning from his previous experiences, Ash hunched his Qi body down low and threw out a web of Qi in front of himself from both of his actual palms.

It sprayed out in wild ropes and lines, mimicking a spider’s web as it shot through the air.

Ash attached it to his Qi-legs and then jumped forward again.

The four he’d attacked with the Qi-nets were ensnared. Ash used his control of the Qi, and his ‘sense’ of it connecting to them, and began draining them, as he modified the net.

It jerked shut around all four at his command and then shortened quickly, coming up in a tangled ball at the back of the thorax.

“Well,” murmured the chain-woman behind him. “You’re certainly more than I was expecting. I don’t say that often.”

“I sure hope not. I’d feel a lot less unique if you said that to every man,” Ash said and snatched up another initiate with a Qi-leg. The remaining twenty-some men scattered and ran. Many of them were throwing abilities at Ash. More than a few broke through his defenses due to sheer numbers and snapped off legs.

Which he just grew back.

Turning, he tried something different.

Lashing his Dao, he pushed down and extruded Qi from his palm. He formed the Qi in the same way a whip would be shaped, letting it form from thick to thin at the end. Aiming at someone retreating that hadn’t gotten too far away, Ash flicked his wrist in the same way the chain-woman had.

Pushing out a heavy sense of strength and momentum at his wrist. Snapping it to the side in a roll just as the woman had done.

The Qi whip flashed out toward the retreating man.

Unfortunately, the whip came up short, though it did let out a satisfying crack. It just didn’t seem to do much for Ash and his purpose.

It was a failure, but it also demonstrated what he’d wanted to pursue earlier.

Momentum could be built on itself to generate a higher peak.

Just like a whip crack.

Ash quickly wound the whip up, cast it into his Qi Sea, and then took off, running on all eight legs. Skittering across the open ground straight for the mountain peak.

During the run, he took the time to cocoon up those he’d caught in the net, store them in the torso, and rebalance his load. The clicking of the legs grew in speed and volume as he wound up to maximum speed.

“This is… you copied me,” accused the woman.

“I did. You had such a beautiful roll to your wrist. I wanted to try my hand at it,” confessed Ash somewhat absently. “It failed. That’s fine. I’ll test other things.”

The Qi-legs flexed, bent, retracted, and pushed.

Without flying, Ash flew up the mountain. Straight up toward the peak. Moving through boulders, blockages, people, and what were likely enchantments or formations set up to slow people.

The legs popped and dug as they worked, moving right over it all in less time than it took to enact whatever it tried to do.

“You’re going to arrive before they can set up,” warned the chain woman. “It normally takes a few hours for people to make it to the top. You’ve… abducted an entire third of the population, abducted me, and are currently moving so fast that I think they won’t be ready for you up there.”

“Oh? What’s supposed to happen up there?” Ash asked.

“Culturally significant things for the Cult. Things we all go through to remain in the cult at a level higher than just a basic Divine Warrior,” she answered, sounding rather subdued. “You will experience it as well, and you will realize it works exactly as intended. I’m… Eun-Yu, by the way.”

“Lee. Lee Sheng,” answered Ash even as he clawed and clambered his way straight up to the peak of the mountain. Clambering past a rather large plateau, he went to the very tip at the top. “Eun-Yu… interesting name. In fact… my instructor’s name was slightly odd too. Hwa-Ran. Tian Hwa-Ran.

“It isn’t the type of name I would’ve expected, if I’m being honest. Slightly foreign sounding in a way.”

“It’s… Cheon, not Tian. And yes. Her name is indeed odd. That’s undeniable,” agreed Eun-Yu after a pause, clearly considering the name. “I suppose so is my own. I was born in the Cult. Those who inhabited these lands were not the same culturally. Not originally.”

“That makes a lot of sense. Thank you for the clarity,” Ash said as he mounted the peak. It was a little more than four feet wide, but it was indeed the peak. All eight legs were around, on or grasping the peak. It gave him a good view of the surrounding valleys and the small swelling of mountains around the peak. “I deeply appreciate it, Eun-Yu.”

“Of course. May I ask a question in return?” she asked, and Ash nodded his head. “Hwa-Ran isn’t a normal instructor. Who assigned her to you?”

“The Heavenly Demon,” Ash admitted immediately, then chuckled softly. “It was a reward for the information I brought him. Apparently, she’s very well versed in the Divine Cult and knows it better than many. Or so she told me. I do think she’s right. She’s taught my wife and I a great deal.”

“Yes,” Eun-Yu agreed. “I would imagine so. It seems I was not aware of my own position. Your wife?”

“Yes, I do have a wife. Well, technically more than one. And yes, sorry. I can loosen your restraints a bit,” Ash said, then loosened the Qi straps around her. Giving her a great deal more motor autonomy. He kept only a few straps around her waist and around her shoulders. So she wouldn’t go flying if he did something stupid. She’d actually become helpful, and if that was the price to keep her helping, he’d loosen it a bit. “Is that better? You don’t seem as angry as I thought you’d be.”

“No, I’m not angry outwardly,” Eun-Yu said in a breathy voice. Then her hands closed on his shoulders, and he felt the strength of her grasp as she grabbed him. “I’m very angry at you on the inside, however. You also foolishly trusted me not to harm you while standing behind you.”

Ash realized that she was indeed right. Trusting her was foolish.

Regardless of why he’d lowered his guard or was distracted, he did indeed put himself in a position where he could be harmed.

Somewhat.

If she attacked him, or tried to, he’d likely have spotted it and been able to react. His Dao had become more responsive as of late, but it wasn’t quite where he expected it to be.

Something was very strange in this realm.

“I’ll forgive it this time as I’m generous. Be more guarded in the future. You won’t survive here in the Cult otherwise,” Eun-Yu said and patted his cheek. “Now, take us down to the plateau below us. That’s the gathering point. You went up too high.”

Turning his head, Ash looked at the spot he’d passed on the way up. There was no one there.

He’d beaten everyone here.

Including the instructors.

Ash paused as he moved downward.

“Is there any rule saying I can’t interfere with an initiation while in an initiation?” he asked, turning to look at Eun-Yu. He found her leaning forward over his shoulder and watching his weapon arms.

“I… no? The only rule is that anyone in the Cult can’t interfere unless someone involves them. As an example, I could technically go after you and try to ruin your chances because you involved me,” Eun-Yu explained.

“Ahhh, thank you. You’re as knowledgeable as you are beautiful,” Ash said, turned, and began sprinting into the distance. “Now… where are the women taking their initiation? And is there anyone I should avoid?”

“I… what?” Eun-Yu asked even as Ash started going into full jumping-spider mode. She seemed entirely unbothered by his movements. If anything, she seemed somewhat similar to a sailor on a ship. Simply moving her body along with the movements.
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Ash slammed into the lower section of the mountain that the female initiates were going to be climbing.

Where’s Siu?

“Ah… somewhere out there. She’s had to fight more than a few people on her way. She’s doing well, but she’s not exactly built for speed of movement.”

Yes, I know. She’s a silken whisper.

Deadly and soft, yet also slow if it isn’t immediate. She can react quickly to many things, but her base speed for something like walking, movement, or running is slower than average.

“Something like that, yeah. Though, did you really have to say it in such a romantic way? Grrr.”

“You said there were three women to avoid, right?” Ash asked, staring down the pathway most of the initiates would need to climb up.

“Yes. And… yes, that’s two of them right there,” Eun-Yu answered from behind Ash. “Are you going to engage the group directly?”

“No, not unless I have to. I’m just looking for… Siu,” Ash stated as his eyes picked out his little pink-bubble monster. He could sense her Qi moving around. It wasn’t fast, and it didn’t seem to be in his direction.

Getting down low, Ash jumped once more, his Qi-legs propelling him as if they were rocket-propelled.

“Aigoo, if I weren’t as I am, I think I’d be throwing up by now. You’re rather rough on a woman such as I,” Eun-Yu complained behind him. One of her hands had grasped the back of his robes and hung onto him.

“Sorry. Uhm, how about—” Ash paused to shift the straps around Eun-Yu. They would now hopefully mimic his own body’s position and provide support accordingly. He was able to brace himself against what he was doing as he could anticipate it. “That might help.”

They hit the ground, and Ash shot straight upward on a single leg, extending it outward while the rest of his body was projected upward.

He got an idea of where Siu was at that moment and went back down to all eight legs. With several short hops, he ended up in a small courtyard area.

The initiation area for the women had been much more ‘developed’ than where Ash had been told to go.

Six women were circling a building and clearly working in tandem.

Ash could already sense Siu’s Qi inside the building.

Deciding he didn’t want to deal with the women at all, he slammed down a box of Qi at the door to the home. It was only open on one side, which was facing the door.

After five seconds, and six women turning to stare at Ash with incomprehension, he felt it when Siu stepped into the box.

Closing it around her, Ash lifted it up and closed the fourth side. Locking Siu in. He quickly wound straps around her, set her into place, and then launched himself toward the meeting point where the women were supposed to go. He didn’t bother to try to get Siu settled, as he would be letting her go almost as quickly as he’d arrived.

“You prioritize her over your own success,” Eun-Yu remarked.

“Her success is my success,” answered Ash with a thump as he landed, then jumped once again.

In less than a minute, he slammed into the plateau where the women were meeting. There were already two women here.

Ash set the box down, released Siu, who immediately looked to him with a wide smile, pink cheeks, and a very violent-looking bright bubble of Qi around her. She’d been pulling on her Dao and her Qi, which always left her in a particular state of mind.

Not waiting, Ash left.

Before anyone could question him, though, he did note that the instructors all saw Eun-Yu strapped to his back. They seemed shocked by the situation but didn’t have time to respond.

“That’ll leave a mark. Though your wife didn’t seem bothered. If anything, she seemed pleased,” Eun-Yu commented. “It’s rather curious, I admit. You’re far more interesting than I thought. You reek of Orthodox values, but you’re also clearly willing to break those principles and do what you must.”

“Of course,” Ash answered as the point he needed to be came back into view. “That’s just how life is, is it not?”

There were six or seven people there now. It seemed Ash had allowed others to beat him there by assisting with Siu, yet he didn’t regret it. Siu was the only one he could count on right now.

Even Locke had problems existing in these mountain ranges.

Ash had thought that of everyone, Jia might be able to make do here. Though that was partly due to the fact that water could take many forms. Even a sharp waterfall or turbulent rapids.

He hadn’t voiced that aloud, and Locke hadn’t brought it up, however. Right now, Jia was working with the Sheng Sect and her family.

With a thump, Ash landed amongst the gathered initiates, causing them to scatter in every direction. Including the redhead that Hwa-Ran had told him to avoid.

Four pairs of eyes that belonged to people who didn’t bolt away landed on Ash.

“Eun-Yu?” asked a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties. He had dark black hair and light brown eyes. He was attractive for his age and looked to be very fit.

“Good morning,” Eun-Yu stated as if nothing were the matter. “I was abducted by the initiate. I had no ability to resist. We’ve come to an agreement for one another.”

“I also have a number of initiates I took captive,” Ash stated, then walked the short distance over to the instructors and began extracting all the individuals he caught. Laying them out one by one, still wrapped up in Qi bindings.

Ash kept a thin string of Qi tying him to them in a chain and looked at the instructors. Thin as spider silk and just as strong, allowing him to keep hold of them.

“I didn’t want to keep us waiting later if we’re expecting these individuals,” Ash stated, looking over the twelve he’d caught, then back to the instructors.

“Eun-Yu, come away from there,” said one of the instructors.

“I cannot. We’ve come to an arrangement,” Eun-Yu answered. “This is fine. I was foolish and let my guard down. He took me fairly, even as Cheon Hwa-Ran watched. She cautioned me about him and I did not heed it quickly enough.

“For my report, everyone departed successfully, and there was no interference. Please proceed accordingly.”

Eun-Yu said it, released Ash’s robes, then leaned over his shoulder to look down the front of him and at the people he’d laid out on the ground. She then looked at the instructors, not pulling away from Ash.

“How can we proceed when more than half of the field has been disabled?” asked a female instructor. She had pitch-black hair, dark eyes, and a somewhat yellowish skin tone. She didn’t look healthy and was partially hunched forward.

For being so young, she looked quite ill.

“It’s fine,” said the man who had tried to order Eun-Yu to come forward. “We’ll continue. It won’t be an issue. It does seem that this particular initiation has been disrupted considerably, but… it isn’t a surprise. We will—”

A man in dark clothes, a mask, and with two swords strapped to his waist, hit the ground not far away. It had barely made a noise or disturbed the ground, in fact.

He stood up and walked toward the man who seemed to be the leader of the instructors. A rolled parchment was held out to him by the man in dark clothes.

“The Heavenly Demon sends his regards as well as a summons,” stated the newcomer. “Present all initiates for a battle. An Orthodox element has been spotted moving towards the deep valley plains entrance. The initiation will now take place by combat.”

There was silence that came after the words were said.

“Move out. Immediately,” ordered the man in dark clothes.

“Yes, Dark Hall Master,” stated the man and inclined his head. “As the Cult demands.”

“As the Cult demands,” repeated everyone else.

Which included Ash. He’d thankfully remembered that it needed to be said. Eun-Yu said it behind him as well.

Removing his Qi from everyone he captured, Ash withdrew his Qi-legs, the weapon arms, and the straps around Eun-Yu. Drawing it all back into himself.

Off to war, I suppose.

“Indeed. Though… I wonder what they mean by Orthodox element. We’re pretty far away from the Orthodox Alliance. To come all the way out here means that it’s specifically to come here. There’s nothing out here but the Divine Cult.”

***

Ash wasn’t really sure what was going on anymore.

He’d gone from head of the Sheng and Lord Sheng to the leader of the Sheng Sect, to what was likely nothing more than an introductory warrior in the Divine Cult, jogging with a group of people toward a battle.

Things were moving so swiftly that he felt like he had barely enough time to take a breath.

Yet even then, his Dao was moving. It was speeding up along with the situation.

A slow, inevitable cranking gear that was starting to exert force on the rest of the assembly.

Assembly.

Ha.

A good way to look at it.

Surprisingly, Siu’s initiation wasn’t canceled; he’d found out. It was continuing. They were only bringing Ash’s to a stop. It made him feel weird, but he wasn’t about to make a comment and make himself a visible target.

The red-haired man Hwa-Ran had told him to avoid was actually walking along on Ash’s left for some reason. The young man had apparently felt he wanted to be near Ash.

Which left Ash feeling like he was living the ‘keep your enemies closer’ line in real time. With what was likely an enemy directly at his flank.

“Do… you think we’ll be fighting?” asked the redhead, turning to look at Ash with slightly widened eyes.

Or… not.

Immediately erasing his idea that this could be an ‘enemy’ Ash reassigned the value in his mind. This was a young man who knew what it meant to be in the Divine Cult, had prepared himself, but still was just… a young man.

“Yes,” Ash answered simply. “We’ll likely be fighting. Just remember one thing and you’ll be alright. You must be willing and ready to kill them, as they will be ready and willing to kill you.”

“I will remember that. I-I don’t remember which Divine Cult law that is. Is it in the teens? I think it’s in the teens,” answered the young man.

With a shrug, Ash just jogged on. Moving at a swift yet leisurely pace for himself. This might as well have been walking for a citizen. He wouldn’t be surprised at all if the Divine Cult actually had some rule about that.

He felt it was more general Murim knowledge, but that might just be his personal opinion.

“Element, Halt!” called a rough-sounding voice.

“Wind Troop leader,” someone else called as the group came to a slow, steady stop. “Disperse your scouts, find the scent and trail. Shadow Troop support team, provide support to the Earth Troop as they set up.”

Troop?

There are entire Troop cadres? I didn’t even realize.

I’ll need to bug Hwa-Ran later.

“You’ll be part of the Fire Troop,” offered a voice from Ash’s right, causing him to look over. Eun-Yu was pacing along next to him. She hadn’t been there moments before. She’d also acquired more clothes from somewhere, and the ‘goth girl bikini’ look had been shelved, it seemed. “I’m your adviser for this since I was part of your initiation. Six or seven low-ranking Demonic Warriors will be placed under you. They’ve passed their initiation but don’t have the strength to climb the ranks.”

“Oh. Alright. Thanks, Eun,” Ash said and grinned at her. He raised his eyebrows and felt the comment filter through his mind before he had the good sense to leash it down. “Shame about the outfit change.”

Eun-Yu’s delicate brows raised; she offered him a grin and looked down at herself. Then back to him.

She made a tongue-clicking noise and waggled a finger back and forth. The chain that was held in that hand clunked as it rattled back and forth. The rest of her chain whip was dragging along behind her.

Right now, Ash wasn’t feeling so great about much. Everything he’d tried to fix or do hadn’t done much. Even his attempt to help Siu hadn’t seemingly provided a return yet, and Locke had no new information to give him.

He suddenly had something he might be able to fix. A stupid thought broke through his surface thoughts as he looked back at Eun-Yu’s chain whip, then her belt.

It was a heavy thing that hadn’t existed only a few hours ago. It’d come with her clothing change.

Forming a winding wheel of Qi, one large enough to accept the full length of her chain whip, he spun it out of his hands. He did it as quickly as he could while trying to maintain a mental image of it gliding smoothly and perfectly. He added bearings to it and set a disc that would spin in on either side.

The goal was to make it as smooth as her whip-crack had been.

It’d exist on her belt and spin freely so she could wind it up, with wide guards so it wouldn’t slip out. He also fashioned a hook for her to put the final linkage in so she didn’t have to carry it.

He stared at her belt as he formed it between his hands and adjusted it so it would take the belt loops as its anchor. It required a weight offset, so he guessed at it and then incorporated that into tassets that would hang down from her belt.

When it was done, he gave the wheel a spin, and it moved freely. Then he handed it over to her.

“Put it on your belt. Or in it that is. Both. Make sure you put the wheel at the back. Given how you used your whip, you should be able to do a clean draw,” Ash said.

Eun-Yu took the wheel, spun it with a finger, then looked at him. Her eyes were coolly piercing him, as if she might be able to see his thoughts directly.

Then she tilted her head to one side, affixed it to her belt in the way he’d designed it for, then she moved her whip.

She pulled her hand to the side and flicked her wrist with a slow movement.

Her whip came up and around and struck the Qi-made wheel, the tip wrapping around it twice from the point of impact. Her left hand had already grasped the wheel and then spun it once the chain connected to the wheel.

In a little less than two seconds, the wheel had wound itself all the way up to the last few links that Eun-Yu normally held in her hand. Which she then set on the hook he’d made for it.

Then she looked at him, snorted, and gave him a smile.

“And what is this?” she asked, tapping the device. “To give it to me so freely?”

It… I made it right in front of her, though.

“You made it at a speed she couldn’t keep up with. It looked more like you brought it out of storage. You’re… growing.”

“A gift,” Ash answered and then shrugged at her, noted no one was listening to him, and looked away from her. Looking toward the others around him. They didn’t seem to be paying attention to him or Eun-Yu and were more interested in the front of the group.

Even as Ash attempted to get an idea of what was happening, he had his chin pulled back to the side and found Eun-Yu staring at him.

“I have received your gift,” she said, watching his face. Then she patted his cheek with a smile. “I accept it. Now… don’t bother listening to any of that. You’re in the Fire Troop, and I’ve been told to lead you there. Come along then, Lee.”

Leaving everyone else there and feeling a bit odd about it, Ash chased after Eun-Yu and caught up to her in just a few steps.

“Would you give me another gift?” Eun-Yu asked while walking Ash over to a group of people off to one side. Most of them were wearing dark clothes with dull-red arm bands. She casually glanced over at him after she asked and Ash had a strange feeling.

“If I can, I don’t see why not. You’ve been very helpful,” Ash answered. To be sure Eun-Yu had been quite beneficial to have around. “What d’you need?”

“A sheath. That’s all. Won’t you help me?” Eun-Yu asked, a pout bringing the edges of her lips down as she looked at him. She reached into nothing and pulled out what Ash would consider a short-sword.

Ash knew it was all just play-acting given what little he knew of her, but he saw no reason not to do as she asked.

He reached out, encased the weapon in a sheath of Qi, and just looked at her.

“Thank you, Lee Sheng, I have received your gift,” she stated, took the sheath, and then slipped it between the belt she wore and the odd whip-sheath he’d made for it. It slid in and became quite solidly placed. She watched him for a second as if waiting for a response from him, then looked ahead again.

Did I do something weird?

“Not that I know of. She just seems like she’s using you, honestly, but… she’s useful, clearly knows things Hwa-Ran wouldn’t tell us, and she’s only asking for things that cost you not much more than Qi. Hard to say no.”

Right?

Alright.

Eun-Yu came to a stop and gestured to the side where the people with dull-red armbands were.

Ash didn’t see the gesture, though.

Instead he saw Hwa-Ran. She was off to one side. Clearly being ignored by the rest of the group and singled out.

Grinning, Ash veered away from Eun-Yu and went straight for her.

Walking up to her, he nodded his head at her when her eyes found his.

He walked up to her and thumped her lightly on the shoulder.

“There you are, Ran,” he said with a laugh. “Did you get lost again? Fall asleep? I admit I was expecting to see you earlier.”

“I might’ve fallen asleep. Maybe,” Hwa-Ran answered with a smirk, watching him. They’d started in a bit of a tense space when she began teaching him, but he’d learned quickly and without resentment. She’d been opening up after that. To the point that she dozed once in her seat while he’d been reading some required mantras.

She shook her head, then thumped his shoulder in return, then looked back to everyone else, who were clearly ignoring her.

“I’m here to supervise, advise, consult… whatever,” she admitted. “Mostly because you’re here.”

“Good news for me then,” he answered quickly. “Eun-Yu was telling me I’m leading people, I guess?”

Hwa-Ran’s eyes flicked from Ash to his side and he noticed Eun-Yu had joined them.

“Good,” Hwa-Ran replied, her eyes moving to Eun-Yu’s midline then back to Ash. “That’ll make this easier. You’re going to be attacking their flank head on. Eun-Yu and I will be with you to advise and watch. We’re not sure what their composition is, so this’ll be a great opportunity to see what you’re capable of.”

And there it is.


Nineteen

Ash was moving toward something he found rather terrifying.

Ahead of him, there were easily three hundred or so Cultivators from the Orthodox Alliance fighting an equal number, if not more, from the Divine Cult. Ash and his small group were being flung into the fight and at the ‘flank’ of it.

Not that there was a flank.

Cultivators didn’t exactly fight in groups or lines. They tended to break apart and get involved in one-on-one fights. Especially as they grew in strength and power.

Even as he moved toward them, Ash could feel the power being pushed out from them. There were a large number of Mortal Refiners here.

It even felt distinctly like there was an Immortal in there.

Right now, Ash was actively running Sneaky Peeky on everything he could get eyes on. There were more than a few people in that group who simply read as ‘What would you like your tombstone to say?’, leaving Ash quite cold inside.

Eun-Yu at his side only read out as a ‘you would probably win this fight… it’s not certain though’ to him. Hwa-Ran, when he’d decided to check her, had come back as ‘looks like quite a gamble’.

This whole situation wasn’t just about passing the initiation anymore. This felt more like some sort of military test to see how he’d function.

Chewing at his lip, Ash only had ten or so seconds before his small group of rather weak Demonic Warriors slammed into the side of the battle.

Two things, my dearest Locke.

Can you highlight in the appropriate color around anyone I can beat? Gray to Red on the spectrum.

Additionally, can you put a red-X above people whom I really shouldn’t let my people get near? Yellow circle on where would be better to send them?

I know you’re scanning eternally and always looking around, so… help?

Second to that, we’ll need a new name for our Demonic Cultivators. They are most certainly not the same people here in the Divine Cult and that’s not even debatable anymore.

“Done and done. As to… yes. We’ll need a new name. Please be careful. Please?”

Ash saw that Xs and red outlines appeared to his left, though ahead. He had already been steering away from that group based on his observations.

In front of him, and where he’d actually been going, was a dark-orange outline, paired with a lot of yellow circles. Which meant it was the right place to be for his people, but harder for him.

His heart beat a little faster.

It’d be an appropriate challenge.

Thinking about it, Ash realized he couldn’t quite go into spider-form here. It’d stand out, and he’d be marked as an actual problem. His best course of action was to dip into it partly, but not completely.

As he ran, he pushed out six limbs. Four for legs, though much shorter than normal. They were nearly of normal height and had two arms. It gave him a lot of movement and weaponized limbs to work with.

Then the two factions collided, and Ash found himself fighting the very group he had wanted to take to his side.

Which, unfortunately, was now part of Shen’s group, which was most certainly an enemy.

That thought ripped through Ash’s mind a moment before he put one of his Qi-legs, while balancing on the other three, through the head of a young woman who turned to look at him in the last moment.

The sharpened, rather fast-moving Qi-leg powered through her forehead and came out the backside with a wet splashing sound, paired with a loud crack.

A good portion of her brain and skull were ejected onto the man behind her, and she went limp on the tip of Ash’s Qi-leg. Thankfully, he’d dealt with this before and simply disconnected the leg at the point that it was stuck in her head, and regrew it quickly.

Shifting his hands forward and readying himself with two Qi-made Butterfly swords, Ash also readied the four legs and two arms. He was finding that each time he used Qi like this, it got easier for him.

Simpler.

He didn’t have to think as hard about it.

Several people noticed that the woman had died and now rushed toward Ash. One of them was a yellow color, which meant they’d be difficult, and the other two were white colored, which meant they were nearly his own level.

The orange person hadn’t come his way yet, thankfully.

A quick glance to either side told him that his people were engaging now with the enemy. He could feel someone behind him who felt like Eun-Yu, but he couldn’t be sure.

The three that came for him were all wielding weapons, and he could feel the power coming from them.

Ash used a Qi-limb to push away the one on the left that threw out a spear-thrust toward him. A second limb grasped the weapon’s haft and tried to hold on. The middle person was an issue as they’d gone low and swiftly. Moving right past the range of Ash’s Qi-limbs and more into his personal range.

Their hands were covered in thick metal-backed gauntlets with spikes on them. It seemed this was someone who fought with their hands directly. Green light came from the left-hand and a pale yellow from the right.

Ash tried to jerk the spear away with his Qi-limbs while throwing out a slash with his left butterfly-sword to keep the gauntlet user on their toes. For the person on the right, Ash decided to ignore them. Both hands and two legs formed a cage to keep them away from him and out of range.

That and he just didn’t have the mental bandwidth to deal with a third person, even as he tried to take the spear from the other person while keeping this fist user back from himself.

Ash’s opponent lifted his hands up in front of himself and blocked the attack directly with the backs of his gauntlets. The tip of the butterfly sword hit it solidly and skitters off to the side, going wide.

Having fought enough with people, Ash knew what this situation often became in the next moment. As one of his blades would go wide, people would take this as a chance to counterattack.

Shoving on the spear and sending the wielder tumbling backward, Ash ripped the two Qi-limbs over and down in front of himself. Right where the fist user would likely be going.

His opponent clearly had some experience with close-in fighting, and rather than dashing in or countering, they instead shifted to the side, trying to move into Ash’s now exposed arm.

Only to dodge backward the millisecond he realized death was coming from above. Vacating the space that Ash’s limbs blew through only seconds later.

The person with the spear had tumbled backward, bounced off someone else, and came forward again. Just for one of Ash’s demonic warriors to slam a sword through the Orthodox man’s chest. Then he jerked it out to attack someone else.

Ash felt it when the person he’d blocked out of the fight hacked through two of the Qi-limbs.

Only for Ash to stick the cut points back together, mend it, and reform the Qi.

It was only Qi after all, and he was Ashley Sheng, Lord Sheng, a man who commanded Qi at this point.

As he reformed the limbs to remain as barriers, he stepped forward and thrust out with his other Butterfly-sword. Letting his arm that held the other fall to his side and reset. Pushing another attack at the gauntleted man and keeping him defensive.

The man leaned away from Ash, trapped Ash’s wrist with his hands, then twisted him to one side. Pulling Ash to the side.

To which Ash responded by planting half of his Qi-limbs into the earth, shoving backward, and pulling the man out of his formation. Right off his feet, in fact.

When he struck the ground, Ash slammed a pointed Qi-limb into the man’s spine. Between his shoulder blades no less. Letting the tip of it slam into the ground beneath him.

Expanding the Qi-limb at the point where it was inside the man, Ash turned it into a blender for a second. Shredding the man’s spine, heart, and lungs.

Lifting that Qi-limb up off the ground, Ash casually tossed the body into the center of the enemy formation.

Picking up the dead woman he’d turned into a holy cannoli earlier and the spear-person who had been killed by one of his own, Ash flung those bodies into the center as well. It’d likely cause a disruption or just be annoying.

Either way, it was fewer bodies for him or his people to trip or fall over.

Before Ash could process it, a dark orange-ranked individual rushed toward him. Bowling over two others just to get straight to Ash. The lighter orange individual hadn’t moved from their position and was currently battling two Demonic Warriors that weren’t part of Ash’s group.

As the dark orange enemy came toward him, he recognized them.

It was the fire-using woman who had used an umbrella artifact.

“You! I knew you were here. You’ve been draining my Qi!” shouted the woman rushing toward him. She jerked her hand to the side, and a sword that wobbled a bit from side to side came out of nothing.

She whipped her hand around in a strange way that made Ash flick half of the Qi-limbs to intersect what was a slashing attack.

Only to be shocked when the sword made an odd motion and came forward in an extended way, rather than how he expected a sword to come.

Akin to a candle flame flickering left and right rather than a sword coming at him.

Dodging backward, Ash pushed down with his Qi-legs, swung his body around, and slashed out at her with his weaponized limbs. Trying to skate away from her and attack at the same time to throw her off balance.

The strange sword slammed into Ash’s thigh, instead of his chest, and withdrew. Having thrown himself the way he had, Ash had managed to lessen the blow.

Spinning his body around and upward, he pushed backward with the Qi-limbs to further move him away. As he did so, he realized he indeed had several Qi-chains coming off of her and back to himself. He didn’t remember placing them, but he often attached Qi-chains without even thinking about it. It was just as automatic as breathing anymore.

Unfortunately, the Fire Qi woman dashed after him. Getting both of her feet planted firmly, she jumped toward him, her strange sword extending toward him once more.

This time, Ash was ready for it to move in a way he didn’t expect. Rather than take the attack head-on, he inverted himself. Letting his Qi-limbs spin him up and away, while two weaponized hands shot forward to connect with the woman.

Her flowing sword snapped through the air into three different attacks, all with different endpoints, yet all where Ash would’ve been.

Alright. That’s kinda fucked. It’s not just a single attack. And reall—

Dodging both of his Qi-limbs by twisting her body, the woman shot upward toward him. Her feet left the ground as she engaged Qi-flight. Her odd weapon twisted in her hand as she thrust and then slashed with it.

Once more, Ash did not even try to block it. He didn’t understand the weapon or where it was moving.

His Dao also wasn’t giving him any clue about it either. It didn’t seem to preserve the normal laws of momentum or physics. He did note that his Dao was responding more to his needs, though.

The thrum and boom of it was actually shifting back to how it had been previously; it just lacked the intensity it had in the previous realm.

Because the reality was, he didn’t have that great of momentum here. In the previous realm, he did. Nor was the Emperor there, which meant his own momentum was only against the man’s fragmented forces.

Grinning, Ash went low, hit the ground, then shot forward at the woman as she chased after where he’d been. In redirecting himself, rather than running, he simply reset his momentum without losing any.

The woman’s eyes went wide as Ash came at her, her left hand dipped into nothing and came out with the umbrella once again. Holding it out in front of herself as if it were a shield.

Three of Ash’s Qi-limbs slammed right into the umbrella, and he snatched at it with his left hand, dismissing the Butterfly sword he’d held with it.

It was surprising that his Qi-limbs didn’t spear right through, so it was clearly something a bit stronger than he had originally expected.

The Qi-limbs bounced off it, and he yanked on the umbrella with his hand. Even as he automatically added the new chains to himself without even thinking about it. It really was automatic at this point.

Tearing partly where Ash pulled at the chains, the woman jerked the umbrella away and flew away from him. Going upward and into the sky.

Ash pumped the Qi-legs into the ground and flung himself upward at her. At the same time, he activated his Qi-fly abilities. Which were pretty good, but not great.

The simple reality was that he was someone who didn’t rely on the elements, which meant his fly and external abilities would never be like Chunhua’s.

Shooting after her, he caught up to her in seconds. She apparently didn’t realize he was at the level of flight, not that he could blame her. He hadn’t flown last time.

Her odd sword came whipping out at him.

Having seen it several times, Ash had a better idea of how to handle it. He intercepted four attacks with his Qi-limbs and squirmed to the side to dodge two more. As that happened, he lashed out with a kick, hurled a Butterfly sword at her, and swiped at her legs with one of his Qi-legs.

Her sword made an odd ‘clicking’ noise and somehow got caught up in one of his Qi-limbs.

She cast her umbrella to the side and blocked his kick with a kick of her own, then threw a punch to his face even as his Butterfly sword sailed off into the distance.

Ash attacked her fist with his own, and he felt his knuckles pop as his hand plowed into hers. His other hand came out and grabbed her by the front of her robes.

To which she immediately grasped his wrist with both hands and head-butted him.

It made Ash see stars for a moment, but then she screeched loudly and released him. Her hands came up to her face as if she’d been struck as well.

Ahhh, thorns.

My favorite.

Except that before he could act on it, she put her hands together and threw out a massive fan of fire in front of herself.

Holy shit!

Encasing himself in a V-shaped Qi barrier, Ash stuck closer to the woman. He could feel her location by the extreme Qi she was putting out. He imagined the fire would be going back her way.

If she had natural resistances like Tala, it wouldn’t do much to her, but it was his best option at that moment.

The fire suddenly died away, and Ash ripped his barrier down and flung his Qi-limbs forward to snatch her up.

Only to find she wasn’t there.

She was floating much further away, eyeing him in a very different way now. She was breathing hard, her hair fluttering about her in a strange way.

Then she smirked with one side of her mouth.

“I’m out of Qi,” she admitted, then shrugged at him. “You’ve drained me. Will I die quickly? Will I feel it?”

Ash suddenly realized he was pulling massive amounts of Qi out of her. All the attacks, thorns, and momentum reversals had put massive chains on her.

Looking her over, he saw she was likely near Eun-Yu’s age. A few years older than himself.

Her hair was whipping around in the wind and she looked exhausted, while Ash felt perfectly fine.

It was ever the problem with fighting him. His momentum only grew ever more so.

“Yeah, it’s quick. No, you won’t feel it,” Ash confirmed with a nod of his head. “It’s almost immediate. You just… pass out then die.”

“Ah, a pity. That was quite a learning experience,” she said, then performed a salute in front of herself. “It was a good fight. Thank you. It was… exhilarating. I will join my sister in death. You’ve killed the only daughters of—”

“Sister?” Ash asked, wondering if he had indeed killed her sister.

“You… stabbed her on your exit. From the city,” the woman explained.

“Oh, her. She’s not dead. I just put her elsewhere,” Ash said with a laugh and a wave of his hand.

He was having a hard time going for a killing blow right now. Both fights with her had been exactly what she said.

Exhilarating.

“She’s not?” asked the woman, tilting her head to the side. Then she huffed, shrugged, and then saluted Ash once again. “Please care for her in my stead.”

Glancing to the side, he noted the battle was far distant, no one was around him, and he might be able to let her go.

In the next moment, Ash dismissed his chains from her. The massive, heavy pull of Qi he was draining away from her vanished. He reached out and tapped her with a finger, then attached that chain.

It was a draw so small, it didn’t matter.

But it was an active connection.

“I am currently joining the Divine Cult because Shen killed my Assembly,” Ash said and saluted back to her. “I would like to fight you again soon. Would you like to meet back here in a week or so? I’m sorry about the Umbrella. Do you need anything to repair it?”

The woman’s eyebrows rose at that, and she watched him.

“I’ll fix it just fine,” she murmured, watching him. “Yes. I’ll be back in a week. Here… ? Same time…?”

The question seemed open-ended, as if she couldn’t believe what was happening.

“Yes, please. We’ll fight with lethal moves if you don’t mind,” Ash added quickly. “I can bring lunch if you want. Do you enjoy green tea?”

She blinked several times, then smiled at him.

“Black, please, thank you for bringing lunch. Yes, we will attempt to kill one another,” she agreed. “Next week. Here. Same time.”

“Next week,” confirmed Ash. “Here. Same time.”

Slowly, she turned away from him and began flying away. She stopped, looked back once, as if to confirm he wasn’t chasing, attacking, or moving toward her. She looked ahead again, then bolted off at high speed.

Turning, Ash went back to the battle.

On his way back, a yellow flew up to fight him.

I think I like the Divine Cult. It’s not something I could ever really allow in the Sheng.

Nor would I wish this for my people.

But for me… as Lord Sheng… that’s something entirely different.

As he had the thought, Ash threw a Qi-limb through the man’s chest and blew right through it. Sending the body crashing down amongst the fighting.


Twenty

Ash grimaced, looking at the dying Orthodox member. The flashing red circle over her was growing in intensity. Even as she stared at him, Ash knew he couldn’t do much of anything about this.

Then one of his Fire Troop members walked up and slammed a sword down into the woman’s chest. Twisted it to the side, then jerked it back out.

As casually as one might kill a rabbit for dinner.

Then she looked at Ash and blinked.

“Oh,” she murmured. “Sorry, was that one yours? Were you… using an ability?”

With a forced smile, Ash waved a hand.

“Not a problem. Please, feel free, I’ll just follow you around,” Ash answered instead. This was an easy answer to his squeamishness for ‘finishing the enemy’. It wasn’t something he normally did or allowed his people to do.

People who could be recovered were healed and sent to other lands for a penance or sentence. Then released somewhere else to start over again.

Ash had the luxury of multiple realms that could use help and then allow people to start again.

“Thank you!” said the young woman, grinning at him from ear to ear. Then she walked up to a rather pretty young woman who was wounded, ran her sword through her chest, twisted the blade, made a humming noise, and moved on.

Nodding his head, Ash trailed along as his stomach did an odd little flip.

Despite his desire to fight, enjoying combat, and even becoming more ‘Murim-like’, he still couldn’t shake the idea that killing wounded people wasn’t a great option.

“I always feel better doing this,” the woman said and went and stabbed someone who was unmoving. Clearly, to make sure they were dead. “I lost my father and uncle in a cleanup like this. My father had his throat slit after the fight, and my Uncle was killed by someone pretending to be dead.”

Well.

At least it’s both sides that are guilty and not just one side driving this.

Small relief that it is, yet still a relief.

“Lee,” called a female voice from his left. Eun-Yu was walking toward him. Her right hand still trailed along like she was dragging a whip, amusingly. A habit she would likely take some time to break. “We’re done here. We’re to report to the Divine Spirit who was in charge of this. Come along.”

“Alright. Am I bringing my troop or…?” Ash asked, putting a hand on the young woman’s shoulder he’d been following, causing her to come up short and stiffen like a board.

“They will report to the normal Fire Troop leader, though… well… don’t worry about them,” Eun-Yu said dismissively.

Nodding his head, Ash patted the woman on the back.

“Do your best. I’m sorry about your father and uncle,” Ash said and then moved over to join Eun-Yu. “Is it just us?”

“For now, thankfully. Just us,” Eun-Yu agreed, eyeing him. Ash was thankful in a way. He liked Eun-Yu, and she’d been more than willing to help him at a minimal cost. Then she grinned at him. “You’re pleased. Good. I am as well. Come. We’ll fly there, I’ll lead the way. Unless… do you have a Qi-construct?”

“No, but I can make one. Why? Did you want me to make one?” Ash asked.

“I would very much be pleased to receive your gift,” Eun-Yu said, bowing her head to him, then stood fully upright and watched him.

Well, three gifts for her help isn’t that bad at all.

“And it’s also just Qi,” Locke agreed. “Thankfully, I’ve been converting everything as we go along. We’re not… rich. But we’re no longer poor. There’s no reason not to invest in the… goth… woman. Ugh. She looks at you in a way that I recognize, and I hate it.”

***

Ash frowned when six people came out to the courtyard as Eun-Yu and Ash approached. He recognized them as the people who had been sitting on the sidelines while Ash had reported to the Heavenly Demon.

Hwa-Ran appeared from a far side exit, hesitated, and then hurried over to Ash’s side. The six who lined up in front of Ash didn’t look pleased to see her.

He couldn’t identify the emotions on their faces, but it was obvious they didn’t want her here and were annoyed.

I should ask Hwa-Ran why everyone seems to dislike her or set her aside.

It’s like she’s excluded everywhere she goes.

Maybe she’s an exile?

As Hwa-Ran joined Ash and Eun-Yu, he reached out and patted her shoulder and then smiled at her.

“Good to see you, Ran,” Ash stated, meeting her eyes.

She blinked, just about flinched, then grinned at him in return and lightly tapped his arm in return. She seemed instantly more like herself, no sooner than he’d greeted her.

Eun-Yu, Hwa-Ran, and Ash all stood there waiting for the six to say or do something. Eun-Yu hadn’t said much other than he was required to be here and wait for his assignment.

Well, Eun-Yu mentioned a Divine Spirit. Was one of these people that person?

One of them is Shurin as well. Shame we never actually met them.

“I think… maybe it’s all six of them, actually,” Locke suggested. “I was abducting people here and there where I could. We need more information. Rather than let them die, I took them away. I made sure they’d be suitable Brides one way or the other, though. Or part of the Sheng Alliance directly.

“What I got was more of the same. The Heavenly Demon leads it all. No one questions him.

“What was new was that the Divine Spirits, plural, ruled like his hands and feet. It’s not one person, but… maybe all six. Is this them trying to decide who you’ll serve?”

Good point.

“He seems weak,” said one of them. It was a woman who looked rather young despite her position. Assuming she was indeed a Divine Spirit.

“I don’t like his disposition. He seems to lack an aggressive nature,” stated a second, a man who looked to be in his twenties. “He reeks of the Orthodox.”

Once those two spoke, they turned away and walked off. They fell in next to each other and began talking immediately.

“They’re so quick to judge,” spat out an old woman who looked ancient. She was partially bent over a cane. “This is why they’ll lose their position in the year.”

“Perhaps even to our ‘weak’ and ‘orthodox’ newcomer here,” suggested a man in his forties with a smirk. “He’s got a look to him that I genuinely can’t help but… recognize. Also, how long are you going to be playing this game, Hwa-Ran? Isn’t it time to put this aside?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Divine Spirit Parak,” answered Hwa-Ran. “I’m but his instructor and I’m here to make sure he does well.”

“He’s not an idiot, dear,” countered the ancient woman with a laugh. “Parak has ruined your game by asking the question. He was likely already questioning things. He just lacks the knowledge of our Cult to truly know what is going on. That’s all.”

Ash was now staring at Hwa-Ran. He’d always suspected there was something off. Especially given that when he had used Sneaky Peeky on her, she’d been listed as a gamble. Even the Divine Spirits here in this audience were between blue and green, which were ‘Appears to be quite formidable’ and ‘You could probably win this fight’.

“You’re far stronger than most I’ve met,” Ash confirmed when Hwa-Ran looked at him. “Stronger than everyone in this room, other than me.”

Hwa-Ran’s eyes widened momentarily, followed by a strange aura bubbling out of her, her lips curling up at the edges. A pale red hue bled off her exhaled breath.

“You can determine power,” she stated. Sounding angry and interested at the same time, somehow. “What is Eun-Yu’s power?”

“I’d almost certainly win, but it’s not guaranteed,” Ash answered.

“Ha,” Hwa-Ran snorted, grinning wider now. Then she pointed at the man named ‘Parak’. “And him?”

“Him? I’d give myself six out of ten odds,” replied Ash. He was technically undershooting it. He’d found that whatever his ability was comparing him to, it tended to overstate the enemy.

That or Ash was just that good at doing the hard or impossible. Which was equally possible.

Either way he saw no reason to give Hwa-Ran an accurate reading.

“Before you ask, everyone else seven out of ten or six out of ten. Other than the two who have already left. Those two would be nine or ten out of ten,” Ash offered before Hwa-Ran asked. He was watching her. He suddenly had an odd feeling about some of her facial features. She was pretty, but he swore she had a resemblance to someone. He just couldn’t place it.

“I’m the Young Demon,” Hwa-Ran offered and then shrugged, meeting his eyes. “You just revealed to everyone that I’m much stronger than I ever let them believe, too. That’s not so nice, Lee.”

No sooner had he heard the title than it clicked. This was the Heavenly Demon’s daughter. She’d been hiding her strength to protect herself, and he’d just outed her.

Though he’d outed her and said she was the hardest one for him to fight here.

Yet in the same breath, it told her he was likely the most dangerous person she could come across. If these people were the strongest in the Cult other than the Heavenly Demon, that meant Ash was a danger.

“Anything to add?” she asked him, her next exhale holding another hue of red, yet also blue, as well as purple. He got the impression she was contemplating how to handle the situation as a whole.

Handle him.

I need to make sure we get this foothold.

We can’t afford to lose this.

He paused as he had that thought, staring into Hwa-Ran’s eyes.

Can we?

“No. We can’t afford it. There’s been no overt change in the city, but the people we’ve sent to the Unorthodox Path’s cities have revealed that the vast majority of them have been taken over. In the last week or so, new people have been stepping in with the backing of people they can’t identify and taking over.

“No way to prove it, but it’s likely Shen. If not Shen, it’s someone else consolidating power. There’s nowhere else for us to operate in as more than just a sect, other than the Divine Cult.”

Then I have no choice.

Ash smiled, made sure he kept himself at ease, and held Hwa-Ran’s eyes.

“Would you like a Dao oath from me, Ran?” he offered in a quiet voice. There was no way to make the offer without everyone around hearing it. He’d never learned how to send whispers to people with Qi, as he’d noted others could do. He could only speak aloud.

Hwa-Ran’s smile froze on her face, and he realized her breathing had stopped. She was unmoving, unbreathing, and watching him.

“What kind of oath?” she asked in response after a heavy and long pause.

“To never betray you without first declaring my intent and waiting a year, unless I must defend myself. Then the year would be null and void,” Ash responded. It was the cleanest way to ensure he didn’t betray her, but also that she couldn’t just use him and dispose of him.

Hwa-Ran blinked and her eyebrows went upward, still staring at him.

“No,” she said, shook her head, then made a hand wave toward the Divine Spirits. “I’ll be taking Lee in as my own person. I need a new Troop leader anyway. I will tell my father I defied his wishes. Thank you for your assistance.”

The old woman and Parak seemed to hesitate before leaving.

The courtyard emptied until it was only Ash, Hwa-Ran, and Eun-Yu.

“I should go, Young Demon,” Eun-Yu put in quickly.

“You’ll remain. You will join Lee. It isn’t as if I didn’t notice what you did, Eun-Yu. He just has no awareness of it. It’s fine, for now,” Hwa-Ran continued, never looking away from Ash. Not even for a split second. “You’ll be his Strategist until he can find a better one. Siu will be… well… his, I suppose. Keeping her from him just invites trouble. She’s already maimed two men and sent three women to the ward.

“Your wife is formidable and very— I don’t have a word for it, now that I’m trying. Your wife is very much not what I was expecting upon meeting her.”

“Very pretty flower,” Ash offered as an answer. “With poisonous thorns across every millimeter of that stem.”

“Apt,” Hwa-Ran murmured, then sighed. “We should go meet my father. He will be displeased that I interfered, but I don’t think he will punish me much. Then we can start going over your duties. I will place you in charge of my Fire Troop. As a reminder, in case you forgot, Fire Troops are typically the ones who go in first to cause mayhem. Like a fire raging through a location.”

“Got it. Though… do I call you Young Demon? Young Mistress? Something… else?” asked Ash.

“You’ll call me Hwa. Ran. Or Hwa-Ran,” answered the daughter of the Heavenly Demon. “You will also call me stupid when I am deserving of it. It has been a pleasant experience having you around to correct me as if I were a normal person.”

“Sure thing, Ran. Though if you’re going up against your dad, that’s pretty stupid,” countered Ash. “Maybe you should make sure you have good news, something to hand over, or some type of apology before you go in there and tell him you screwed up his plan. Hot-girl tactics don’t work on dads. Only on idiots like me.”

Hwa-Ran’s smile blossomed once again, and her eyebrows went up.

“Hot-girl tactics,” she repeated, then grabbed Ash by the shoulder and began leading him away. “We’re going to go see my father now.”

How’s Mei and everyone else, by the way? Siu is clearly alright, but I realized that I haven’t heard or seen from anyone.

“Honestly? Not great. They’ve had to empty their entire Qi Sea to get rid of the Qi they took in while there. To get to an exact zero state to make sure there wasn’t anything left.

“Even the smallest trace of it causes them issues. It’s like having a small pebble in your shoe, but every time you go to find it, it’s gone. Except with every step you take, it seems to dig further in.

“It’s not going to cripple, harm, or maim them, but it’s a constant bother. One that won’t stop.”

That bad?

I didn’t think much of it, though I guess it makes sense. It’s just strange.

“Yes and no. The Divine Cult needs that Qi to use their abilities, and the Orthodox can’t use that Qi at all, which causes them problems. By and large, we’re an Orthodox sect by that definition and in how we operate.

“Though I’m confused about how the Divine Cult functions away from their mountains. Can they use regular Qi at all, or is it just significantly weaker for them? That’d make sense.

“It’s a hell of a Con to take on for the Pro that the Orthodox can’t really come root you out.

“You can’t leave without it being a big issue.”

Ash nodded his head as he, Eun-Yu, and Hwa-Ran left the courtyard.


Twenty-One

Walking into the Heavenly Demon’s throne room, Ash was struck by the fact that the man was alone.

There were no guards, no one watching, no one waiting.

It was just the man himself sitting on the throne.

Eun-Yu had been told to go home by the two men standing outside the door to this area, and Hwa-Ran had gone before Ash. He would be walking into this area alone and without the benefit of anyone else.

A rasping wheeze caused Ash to look to the side.

Lying in a pool of blood was Hwa-Ran.

She was face down in her own blood, it looked like, sprawled out almost like a broken doll. Her eyes were staring at nothing at all, and she looked incredibly pale. To the point that Ash genuinely wasn’t even sure how she was alive.

Looking back to the Heavenly Demon sitting on the throne, Ash had a momentary war in his thoughts. To go to Hwa-Ran immediately, or to go to the Heavenly Demon.

Then Ash noted that there were boot marks from the puddle around Hwa-Ran that led straight to the throne. Hwa-Ran’s father himself had been the one who did this to her.

Gritting his teeth, Ash walked to the spot where he was supposed to stand and assumed the proper kneeling position. No more, no less. It was exactly as Hwa-Ran taught him.

“Congratulations on passing your initiation. You did so with flying colors despite it changing midway,” the Heavenly Demon remarked coolly. “Normally, we have the first half of those who reach the end kill the latter half, but… you captured more than half by yourself. That made it difficult.

“This worked out better in the long run.

“You’ve been promoted to Troop Head. You’ll need to select under whom and what type.”

“Hwa-Ran, Fire Troop,” Ash said without even a moment’s hesitation.

The Heavenly Demon’s mouth shifted to the side, and he blinked slowly after Ash spoke. It was as if he’d expected the answer but hadn’t wanted to hear it.

“I see,” the Heavenly Demon continued after a pause, then he leaned to the side. “As you like then. I think it’s a mistake.

“One of her brothers or the Divine Spirits would’ve been a better choice, though this is likely my mistake for allowing her wish to be your educator.”

She asked for it? That’s certainly different than what she claimed.

Was this her seeing something in me and trying to leverage it early?

“As you like,” the Heavenly Demon declared and shook his head. “Your wife will join you as the Troop Leader of the Water Troop. I will have your belongings moved over.

“Disappointing, but it’s your right. Let’s just hope your line doesn’t fail you, and the rope you’ve grasped will lead to the top of the cliff. Rather than being cut free.

“You can go. There’s nothing else for you to discuss here.”

Ash nodded, turned, and veered off straight toward Hwa-Ran.

“You can leave her there,” advised the Heavenly Demon.

Ash ignored that. It wasn’t a command, but a suggestion.

Given that the man was the very same person who had made Hwa-Ran this way, he wasn’t about to leave her here. Unless the man told Ash to leave Hwa-Ran on the ground, he wasn’t going to.

Kneeling down next to her, he lifted her up, put her over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry, and began walking out. Once he got her out of the throne room and away from the two people guarding the door, Ash would immediately start working on her.

He was already sorting through what kind of pills he had available and which would be best for her. Turning his senses and abilities toward her, he was trying to get a read on what was wrong with her.

Ash could feel blood spilling down his shoulder and chest even as he carried her out.

The doors opened for him as he approached, and he kept moving. Right through them and into the hall beyond that. Turning from there, he began walking toward what was his room. It wasn’t far from here, and it wasn’t as private as he’d like, but it was close.

Close, out of sight, and somewhere he could plausibly attempt to put Hwa-Ran back together.

Because, based on his senses and his Qi-abilities, Hwa-Ran was a broken doll.

Multiple bones were broken, several of her organs were bleeding inside her, she had an extreme concussion, multiple muscle tears, and a punctured lung. She’d already lost a fourth of her blood, and her body was trying to do all it could to correct itself.

“You’re a god damn wreck, Hwa,” hissed Ash as he moved quickly. “The hell happened?”

Hwa-Ran said nothing.

Her eyes had been open, but he wasn’t sure she was actually in there. She wasn’t brain-dead, but she was certainly unresponsive, and that didn’t leave Ash feeling very good about the whole situation.

As he crossed intersections and hallways, Ash pre-emptively put up Qi-walls.

Blocking out the approaches from anyone as he carried Hwa-Ran away.

The Heavenly Demon had mentioned younger brothers as well as Divine Spirits as a choice for him to get behind. That meant there was the distinct possibility that someone could be coming to finish what the Heavenly Demon had personally started.

Thankfully, Ash didn’t encounter anyone, though he did feel two different people touch his Qi-structures. They could very well have been servants, but those walls weren’t pulled down until Ash stepped into his room.

Closing the door behind himself, he simply wrangled Hwa-Ran into his bed. Uncaring about the blood that she was about to leave all over his bedding.

Activating his healing ability, Ash saw the green hands appear immediately.

Except he almost didn’t need them. His senses were deeply attuned to Hwa-Ran and her condition.

Stripping her of her clothes, he did his best not to look at her body as a woman, but as a patient.

In short order, he began moving his hands over her, pressing salve and ground-up medical pills into her wounds. There were several times when he went to do something to her, and the green hand he was used to helping him was behind the actions he was taking.

Much like his ability to Enchant, Scriven, and Carve, he was getting to the point that most of the tools that got him here were no longer needed.

Once Ash had the very naked and bloody Hwa-Ran physically settled on the exterior, he threw his blanket over her and then stuck six different medicinal pills into her mouth.

Directly under her tongue.

Her eyes were unfocused and staring out at nothing as he moved her tongue around to tuck the pills in. He noted that her tongue wasn’t remaining down on its own. Gravity was pulling it back and fighting him in its own way.

With a grunt, Ash pushed his pillow under her head, then stuck two fingers in her mouth and held her tongue down with his left hand. His right hand went under the blanket and pressed to her middle Dantian.

Given her responses and the way her body was more or less limp, he needed to get an idea of what her Dantians, Meridians, and overall Cultivation were like right now. Because at an exterior level, he had fixed everything.

Interior, at a physical level, the pills would get everything put back together and reform.

Yet when he’d been pushing into her with his senses and abilities, there’d been things that didn’t feel right or correct. Things that left him feeling like her lack of a response wasn’t entirely physical.

Doubly so since she wasn’t responding to anything he was doing, despite the fact that he was literally putting her mortal form back together.

Ash pushed hard with a wedge of Qi straight into her Dantian and what would be her sense of self.

And immediately found himself in what could be charitably called Hell.

Or at least Hwa-Ran’s version of it, which was her middle Dantian.

Ash’s was a strange place that connected to other places and people. He wasn’t just a person anymore and had taken on Deity-like abnormalities.

What he saw in Hwa-Ran was nothing short of a horror movie.

Literal lava was creeping across the ground from where it oozed up from below. Fire crackled along the distant walls like an angry ocean of flames that wanted to burn everything down. Large fissures in the ground appeared to be rent straight down to the lower Dantian.

Down to the Qi Sea and where it existed.

A pair of green hands appeared in front of Ash, as if he were needed to fix this place.

With a blink, he understood.

Either the Heavenly Demon damaged her Dantian, or it had already been damaged, and this was a pre-existing condition. Perhaps the beating had only caused it to take precedence rather than be part of the scenery.

In either case, the answer was clear.

“Let’s just… use the lava, I guess, as super-glue,” Ash mumbled to himself, walked over to the lava, and began scooping it up with his hands. There was a great deal of heat radiating out of it, and he could certainly feel pain attached to that.

As if he had stuck his hands in a bucket of ice and the nerves themselves were telling him to knock it off. He’d done it once on a dare in his original life.

This felt quite similar, just with a great deal of heat instead.

Moving over to one of the large fissures that led all the way down to the lower Dantian, Ash began molding the lava to it and held it in place as it cooled. All the while, his hands felt like they were shriveling up.

He was thankful it was all in his head and that the pain was merely being projected and not real.

It didn’t make it any less painful, though.

When the lava hardened enough that he could let it go, Ash went back over to the magma and took up another large scoop. Only to trudge back over to the gash.

The magma is her Qi, isn’t it?

Bubbling up from below.

Her sense of self is that of an inferno that’s raging through a field.

All of it broken and on fire.

Well, we can’t leave it like that, now, can we?

There was no response from Locke to that.

He couldn’t even feel her, really. There was the bond, and he knew that she was alive, but it felt muted.

Ash came upon the idea that time had slowed, and that was the likely answer.

It meant he had to be careful, though. If he spent too long here or lost too much energy, he might not be able to escape.

Yet for now, he was playing the part of the lava bricklayer.

Letting it cool and cure the gulf, Ash waited, then stood up and went back for more hell-cursed lava that made him feel like his hands were rotting off the bones.

“Better appreciate this, Hwa,” Ash hissed, dropped to his knees, and went back to laying out the magma.

Then he tried something odd as he knelt there, letting the lava cool.

He brought forth his own Qi.

The pure Qi was as solid as laid concrete yet fluid at the same time. His weapon, his cheat, and the reason Ash was a leader.

Because the truth was that his ability to use pure Qi was the cornerstone of everything else and was key before he even had a Dao.

No sooner was it brought forth here than Ash received several answers regarding the situation.

There was no immediate response from the Brides, Realm Lords, or Locke. What would normally trigger a cascade of others throwing Qi at him didn’t return anything at all.

That meant he was indeed in a location that was time-locked or segregated away from where anyone else could reach him.

Additionally, he was able to use his Qi here.

Wherever this was, he could manifest his Qi and utilize it. Which he was thankful for, because his hands already felt terrible.

Lastly, this would give him a chance to make his repairs semi-permanent.

Providing she didn’t realize he’d done it with Qi and convert it directly.

Reaching down, he began ramming stakes of his pure Qi into a portion of the chasm, perhaps a foot below the surface. Then growing it out until it extended to the far side and burrowed into the layers below ground.

Setting up a channel from there, Ash extended the Qi forward and backward until it created a ‘netting’ of sorts. Any lava that flowed into this channel would fill it and become far stronger than if it were just left to cool in place on its own.

“Well,” Ash said and stood up. “It’s like suturing. And with that in mind, we have our order of operations. Fill the gaps, reinforce them, build out accordingly, create natural flows for the lava to move through and pool into. Well… well… that’s probably all I should do for now. Even that might be too much.

“Still not sure if she’s on my side or not, but I’m clearly on her side. No going back now.”

Nodding his head, Ash walked over to another rent in the earth.

Looking down through it, he could indeed see straight into Hwa-Ran’s Qi Sea.

It was an ocean of tumbling, roiling, bubbling magma.

Given the size of the lower Dantian it occupied, it looked as if Hwa-Ran was running low.

“Is that why you’re out of it?” Ash asked himself as he bent down and started putting in a channel. Extending the Qi into the earth on either side by several feet. “You’re busy trying to work this hell-scape into something usable?

“Hm. Something to ask you about, I suppose. Though that does leave the Upper Plane.”

Finishing with the current suture work, Ash looked up.

Above him, a black abyssal-like plane existed.

It was shiny like obsidian and almost seemed to reflect light from nowhere. Similar to volcanic glass, he felt.

With a sigh, Ash stood up and started moving to the next chasm.

He felt it then.

A teeny tiny trickle of Qi reaching out to him.

Bright, bubbly, ever effervescent Qi. Rushing toward him like a broken dam let loose only a fraction of a second ago.

All of it in slow motion.

Realm Lord and Bridal Commander Ren had noticed his lack and was performing her very own the-cavalry-has-arrived moment. Much as she always did.

“So… slowed time then,” intuited Ash, and then he went to the next chasm. There were a good thirty more to build. It’d take time, and he seemingly had that. So long as he paced himself.

Then he had a lot of other work to do inside of Hwa-Ran.

***

While watching the magma slowly ooze up through the central channel, he paid attention to where it was trying to go. What it was trying to do.

Because this wasn’t just random lava that was sliding around, it was where Hwa-Ran was trying to direct it.

She was unresponsive because her goal was to fix her insides, which meant she would end up guiding him without meaning to.

After noting that there were a number of ways to improve the lava flow rate, Ash had built in spirals down and along her Dao. Spirals that gave the magma much easier channels to flow across and up, rather than going completely vertically along the Dao.

He’d also installed multiple exit gates so the stream could be condensed and shifted as needed. Then to holding pools that varied in size based on where she would want it.

After watching the whole thing speed up by a factor of three from his work, he had only then realized he’d overdone it, despite his worries to not do such a thing.

He ejected himself out of Hwa-Ran’s middle Dantian.

And found himself standing over her, just as he had been when he had gone into her Spiritual Center to assist. Two fingers on her tongue to keep it pressed down, one hand between her breasts to access her middle Dantian rather than her pubic mound.

It wasn’t as direct, but he hadn’t wanted to risk reaching around below her belt line, so to speak.

“Well,” Hwa-Ran mumbled around his fingers. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered, angry, or horrified.”

Ash jerked his fingers out of her mouth and pulled his hand out from under the blanket. He took a step back and raised his hands.

The right was covered in blood, and the left wasn’t much better.

“Sorry, I was just… helping,” he said.

“I’m aware of what you did. More aware than you likely realize,” Hwa-Ran answered, pulling his blanket up to her chin and watching him. Her eyes had a strange lack-of-light to them. As if it were absorbing light rather than reflecting it. It also felt like the room had dropped several degrees in temperature. “You’re a man full of surprises. Do you often delve into a maiden’s Dantian and seal it shut? Leap headfirst into places you shouldn’t?

“Because I now find my Qi Deviation that I’ve been handling for around ten years is suddenly no longer an issue. You’re not a Qi-Healer, as Qi-Healers can’t work on those in the Divine Cult.

“My furnace was cracked and breached. Now it is suddenly whole, mended, and moving my Demonic Energy faster than it ever has. Faster than it should.

“And what’s stranger than that to me is I last remember my father beating me for my impudence and foolish choices. Beating me and leaving me on the ground to serve as a warning to others and to sway your choice.

“I wasn’t sure I’d survive it this time. I thought that this would be the last time my father beat me to teach me, and my furnace would give out. Yet… here I am in what is clearly your room.

“As well as being fixed. Mended. Repaired. Put to rights.”

Hwa-Ran said, sounding angry and frustrated.

She lifted the blanket up and looked down at herself. Her eyes moved around what was likely her blood-covered body.

“And naked,” she finished, letting the blanket drop, and looked at Ash. Her shoulders were partially visible now. “Fixed and naked. Nor does it seem I have any scars. Not even a blemish from where the wounds were. Nor is my maidenhead torn out.

“So, Lee Sheng, I would like a reckoning for what you spent to do this to me. I despise debts, and I feel as if I suddenly am so deeply in debt that I will be unable to pay it off and my body is no longer my own.”

Hwa-Ran let the blanket drop and glared at him.

Though it was spoiled by her good looks.

“Well,” Ash hesitated, then sighed. “It started with choosing you as the one I would serve, I suppose. Your father wasn’t very happy about that. That was my choice, though. I picked you as the person I would follow. Then I picked you up off the ground and carried you out of your father’s throne room despite him telling me to leave you there.”

Hwa-Ran’s eyes widened at that, and she no longer seemed to be glaring at him.

Ash settled into the storytelling.


Twenty-Two

“Then I exited,” Ash finished with a shrug of his shoulders and a grin. “Though I’ve never heard of it being called a Furnace before. I’ve always heard it called the Dantian. Your upper Dantian looked like volcanic glass.”

Hwa-Ran was staring at Ash in a way that reminded him of a saying Mei had used.

‘To take in a kitten, only to discover it’s the cub of a mystical tiger.’

“You truly are from the Orthodox, aren’t you?” she asked after he finished speaking.

“I… yes. I was,” Ash agreed.

“If you weren’t, I’d have already been deflowered and held hostage. To attempt to use my vessel and blood as a means to elevate yourself,” Hwa-Ran continued. “The Gangho isn’t kind, and I am in a deep debt that I cannot repay.”

“The Jianghu world is one of debts and favors,” Ash responded with a chuckle. He had never heard the word Gangho before, but internally he mapped it straight to Jianghu. Merely another way of saying Murim and the ugly nature of it. “Remember this moment. It is likely our turning point together.”

Hwa-Ran continued to watch him.

“You’re not from this realm at all,” she stated as if her mind had made a long leap in logic.

“I’m not,” Ash confirmed, thinking about how much to reveal to her. “Hwa-Ran, how… your father left you for dead. Did he not? He also seemed to think your brothers would kill you, then kill me. I admit I’m new to this, but I feel like I’m lacking critical information all of a sudden.”

“In choosing me, rather than me choosing you, you told Father that you’re in my camp as the Young Demon. There are other contenders for the title, I’m just currently the one holding it,” Hwa-Ran explained. “I killed my two older brothers and older sister to inherit it. My younger siblings have all been trying to kill me to take it from me.”

Aaand we’re right back to this being all fucked.

Horribly fucked.

“True, though, I do think that answers your question. There is no reason not to tell her more, but no reason to tell her everything. It does not seem like we’ll be able to switch who we’re supporting, though you might want to confirm that.”

“In other words, you’re my ride-or-die?” Ash asked. “No swapping in the middle?”

“I… yes. I like that term. I’m your ride-or-die,” answered Hwa-Ran, settling more comfortably into Ash’s bed. She didn’t seem to mind the smell of her own blood or that the blanket itself was sticky with it. “There is no changing. You have marked yourself by accident or choice, and you cannot alter that.”

“I’m not from this realm,” Ash replied, deviating back to her previous statement. “I’m from the lower realm, originally. I was but a citizen only a few years ago. My Dantian wouldn’t open at all.”

“I… do not believe you,” Hwa-Ran stated immediately and with steel in her words. “Better you tell me I’m dead and that you’re an angel here to give me peace.”

“I’m not an angel, and you’re certainly not dead,” countered Ash. “I was a citizen. An Outworlder. A nice citizen couple adopted me and took me in. I’m not even from this world. I’m from what the lower realm calls a different Veil.”

Hwa-Ran said nothing this time. She just watched him with her strange, red-eyed, and heavy gaze. Clearly, she was expecting him to say more.

“I joined a training sect, then a proper sect, grew stronger, ended up too strong for the realm, and moved on,” Ash finished. “I was one of the last people through the realm portal before it closed. There’s no way back for me. I was strong enough to join an Assembly in the city of Anyi, went to the Assembly of Assemblies, and then everything happened. And here I am.”

Hwa-Ran shook her head. She didn’t look as if she completely believed him.

Thankfully, everything he’d said was correct. It just wasn’t as deep as the rabbit hole went.

“Fine,” she said when he added nothing more. “For now, that’ll do, Lee. For now. Because, regardless of anything else, you’ve thrown your lot in with mine. Your Furnace serves my Demonic Throne and none other.”

“I… yeah,” Ash agreed after a beat. There really wasn’t another way to put it. He hadn’t intended on choosing a permanent place to lay his head, but it seems he managed to do it anyway.

“I think it’s fine. She was always the most receptive to us of anyone. On top of that, she’s been rather open when most would likely be closed off.

“It doesn’t hurt that it’s a woman that we can likely convert into a Realm Lord, Bridal Lord, thing, later. Everyone has already approved of her after speaking to Siu about it. Though most of those approvals were given when she was only an instructor.

“Before you ask, everyone misses you, and unrelated to that, but I’m slipping it in because I can… there are times you’re unable to access the Hall, I can’t sense you, talk to you, or see what’s going on. It’s every time you’re around the Heavenly Demon, so far, as well as a few other times. Though I suspect those are times when the Heavenly Demon is around.”

That was somewhat unexpected, but Ash just took it as it was stated. This whole situation was definitely painful growth for him and his organization, but it was part and parcel to becoming Lord Sheng, the One True Emperor.

“—wouldn’t lie to people about what happened,” Hwa-Ran murmured. Ash had honestly missed what she’d said at first. “My father would rather say nothing at all than lie, so that’s what’ll happen. People will have realized I went to a meeting with him and didn’t come back.

“Especially my brothers and the Divine Spirits who support them. I’m sure they are already aware that I was punished for my transgressions and didn’t leave under my own power. There will be many who are now checking to see where I’m recovering.

“I do not think Father will tell them it was you who carried me off, however. He will simply not speak on it. He would do this to ensure that people are not rewarded for being lazy, but rewarded for trying to discover who carried me off and to what end.

“That means I have a limited window where I can act. If I do this correctly, I might be able to draw one out of my younger brothers; there are two, by the way. If I can kill one, that’d make this situation all the better, though I’d be happy if all I managed to do was kill a few Divine Spirits that supported them. Or at least one.”

“How many of the Divine Spirits support your brothers, or you?” Ash asked. This felt like critical information.

“None support me,” admitted Hwa-Ran. “Of the six spirits, five support my brothers. The two younger ones support Do Mu-Gak. He is the older of the two and more prone to lashing out with a weapon. The other three support Ryu Gyeon. He’s more of a thinker and planner.

“If we can kill even one of the spirits, that would give me the ability to plant you in their place. I’d then have a supporter in the ranks. As to why you’d take their place, it’s because it would be by combat, and of those who are likely to step up, you outrank them all. The two youngest Spirits were the best candidates in the last go-round, and they have not grown much at all.

“They’re more interested in exulting in their new power, rather than Cultivating their Furnace.”

“Right,” Ash offered up. He was keeping up, but he didn’t really understand any of it. Realistically, the idea of killing one’s younger brother, two of them no less, just hit Ash in a strange way. It made him not want to consider his own brother, who had betrayed his family. “What’s your plan then, Hwa?”

“You will take me to a private room that I have secured for myself. I will spend today and tonight… learning how my new Furnace works,” Hwa-Ran said in a slow and soft voice. As if she were figuring out what to do even as she said it. “Because it responds too quickly, with too much efficiency. I do not know how to use it. It is simply beyond my control right now. It is hard to just sit here and not touch it.

“I want to touch it, to let it run and burn and… and to just luxuriate in the feel of it. It’s warm and perfectly under my control.”

“Was it that bad before?” Ash asked, curious. “It seemed like giant holes. Chasms. I used my own Qi to bridge and brace it, then I used your Qi to fill in the channels and seal it. I didn’t realize it was something long-term, though. I thought your father caused it.”

“No, my father didn’t cause it. He’s tried to treat it several times, in fact,” Hwa-Ran answered, turning to look at Ash once more. “My eldest brother did it to me when I was little. I carved his heart out later as revenge.

“My father only beat me as was his right for disobeying his rules and laws. I broke many. He was lenient in that he only beat me. If I were anyone else, perhaps even my brothers, he would’ve just killed me.”

This place is so very fucked.

“Now, carry me off. I do not trust myself to walk. I will guide you on how to do this so I am secure and hidden,” Hwa-Ran stated and pulled the blanket off herself. She was still quite naked and still covered in her own blood, though it was mostly dry.

She looked sticky.

“After that, I will need you to assist me in ambushing whoever comes to find me once I let some information leak,” she concluded, holding her arms out to Ash.

“This place really is the Demonic Cult. I’m not sure we could ever bring anyone from here elsewhere without causing problems. Though I’m still very curious about the Qi here. It’s so strange.”

Ash grimaced, then went to pick up Hwa-Ran.

“Oh, and how did you enslave Eun-Yu?” Hwa-Ran asked quietly as Ash carefully guided the naked woman up onto his shoulder, then across. Putting her back into a fireman’s carry.

“I didn’t,” Ash admitted immediately and shifted her around on his back. Getting her in place.

“Of course you did, do not lie. She changed her style of dress, actions, and even how she carried herself almost immediately after you carried her off,” countered Hwa-Ran. “Clearly, you enslaved her in some way. Dominated her mind. Blackmailed her. What did you do? No one had been able to control her. She’s a candidate to become a Divine Spirit with a few more years of strengthening her Furnace.”

“None of that,” argued Ash as he moved to the door. “I didn’t do any of that. I just asked her to help me. She asked for a few gifts, I guess, so I gave her those. That was it. I suppose we traded a bit?”

Hwa-Ran didn’t speak further, but it was clear she disagreed.

***

Blowing out a breath, Ash hurried away from where he’d put Hwa-Ran.

A strange alcove that was carved out of the back wall of her father’s throne room. Just on the other side of the palace wall.

She’d somehow breached the enchantments on the wall and made an interior space in the walls themselves. They’d been thick enough to withstand a siege from siege weapons and likely artifacts, which made them thick enough for the space to be similar to a studio apartment.

Given its location, it was unlikely that the Heavenly Demon didn’t know she was there. He almost certainly knew she was there, but given the way Hwa-Ran described him, the man might appreciate the fact that she was using her position, power, and cunning appropriately.

There’d been so much going on that he wasn’t even sure how to handle it anymore. Things were moving faster and faster, yet also in ways he didn’t expect at all.

Returning to his room, he found Siu standing there as well as Eun-Yu. The two had been talking about something when he entered.

His linens and bedding had been changed while he was gone. All replaced with clean and fresh things.

“Is she dead?” Eun-Yu asked after Ash closed the door. “My first assumption was that you’d ravaged her, killed her, and disposed of the corpse.”

Eun-Yu said it, then a beautiful smile bloomed across her face.

“Then I realized it’s you. Which meant she was here to be treated, not killed. Which means you were unable to save her and disposed of her,” Eun-Yu continued. “Or you were able to heal her satisfactorily and have now set her somewhere to recover.”

Ash looked at Siu rather than answer. He didn’t see her pink bubble of power right now.

“We’re secure,” Siu answered, watching him in a strange way. One of her fans was pushed into her lower abdomen. If it were a knife, it’d be going right through her, given the amount of pressure it looked like she was putting in it. Her other hand also held a fan; this one was spread out but unmoving. “I’ve fit my shield to the walls. No one will hear anything at all. No matter what happens here, no one would hear anything.”

Her words had an edge to them, and Ash finally understood.

Siu had been operating for a long time, using her Dao and pushing herself since the start of the Initiation. Without the ability to reset her Dao or recharge it. To let it unwind and dip into what it was.

Ash had been busy and unable to help her reset her Dao.

Unfortunately, Siu’s usage of abilities and leaning into her Dao caused her distress until he could help her ‘fix’ things. Which often involved a lot of noise and letting Siu run somewhat wild in the bedroom.

“She’s fine,” Ash replied to Eun-Yu’s question. “She’s currently recovering. She thinks her brothers will come for her, so she’s waiting to see if they’ll come for her.”

Watching Eun-Yu, Ash decided to begin testing by canary. He would give her a location and see if anyone showed up there. This wasn’t something Hwa-Ran had told him to do, but it was something he was certain she’d approve of if he ran it by her first.

“It’s in a subdivision in the surrounding Demonic Warrior housing. A small warehouse,” Ash lied with a chuckle and a shrug. It was close enough that he could’ve gotten there discreetly without alerting anyone, and returned. It fit distance-wise, as well as location-wise. Someone could easily vanish into that area. He was also going to mix in the truth with it. “It’s next to that stupid dumpling shop. The one that burns everything.”

A real location existed as described. Ash had the misfortune of eating there with Hwa-Ran, and they really did seem to burn all the dumplings. There wasn’t one there that hadn’t been overly cooked, scorched, or raw.

The noodles had been great, however. Just loaded with enough sesame seeds that they’d gotten stuck in Ash’s teeth for hours.

“Ah,” Eun-Yu replied, a delicate pout forming on her face. Her eyebrows lowered over her eyes. Ash noted that she’d cleaned up again since he saw her last. Her clothes had once more become more conservative than last time, the third change of clothes he’d seen her in over the last twenty-four hours, though they did inspire more thoughts about her figure. “I see. Alright. It’s good to know she is recovering. For now, I think it’s best if I leave you two to your own devices. I can sense the… nature of your wife, and I can tell that I should be leaving.”

Eun-Yu smiled at Siu, dipped her head fractionally, and moved toward the door. She dragged her fingertips across Ash’s chest as she went and exited without another word.

“Oh me… oh my,” growled Siu the second that the door closed. “Time to feed my Dao. Eun-Yu gifted me with her departure, time to feast.”

It was said in such a way that the last line had been delivered with Siu’s voice taking on an entirely quavering cadence. As if she could barely get the words out.

Then she bodily checked him right off his feet and into the bed without another word.

Though he did hear her growling and making noises as she stripped his clothes off him.

The look in her eyes told him she wasn’t hearing anything anymore.

He only grinned and looked forward to what was about to happen.


Twenty-Three

While Ash spent time with Siu, no one came to look at the site where Ash told Eun-Yu he had hidden Hwa-Ran. Ash knew that because Siu had allowed him a brief break to set up a basic trip-wire enchantment on the only warehouse that fit his description.

No one went to look at it.

Eun-Yu actually came back in the morning, though, to take him and Siu out to find a meal in the city. Seemingly uninvolved with the machinations of Hwa-Ran’s brothers or the Divine Spirits themselves.

All in all, she seemed to be in the camp of the Young Demon, and there was no issue.

That day became two days.

Then three days.

Bleeding into four, five, and six.

Hwa-Ran didn’t act.

No one acted.

Ash, Siu, and Eun-Yu operated as Troop commanders for Hwa-Ran despite her absence. Eun-Yu, thankfully, had a good understanding of what was expected of them and assisted in deploying forces.

With Ash leading the Fire Troop, Siu the Water Troop, and Eun-Yu the Wind Troop. There was no Earth Troop or Shadow Troop leader that they knew of, though they thankfully did have an entire pavilion to work from.

The pavilion of the Young Demon was more akin to a small sect inside the greater Heavenly Demon’s palatial grounds. It was all rather impressive, and a good portion of it was inside the mountain itself, which was the tallest peak throughout the mountain range.

Hwa-Ran’s estate as the Young Demon and her areas were mostly outside, though the barracks were inside the mountain. As were most of the personal areas for the Heavenly Demon and his family.

That really only consisted of a number of wives anymore.

He stopped having children once the oldest began killing the newborn children.

It was just another in a long list of ‘this place is actually wretched’ things Ash noted.

One week from the day of Ash’s initiation, he left for the field of battle where he’d promised to return. He also wanted to run something by the female Cultivator to see if she wanted to possibly elevate her standing while he could elevate his own.

An ugly deal that they might both need.

“You actually came,” called a voice from above Ash as he sat on the grass reading a book.

Looking up, he found the flame-ability-based woman over him. She was dressed in a much more casual-looking martial-artist gi today. It was good-looking, though clearly made for combat, but without any of the frippery that many put upon themselves for a fight.

“Of course I did,” Ash said, laughed, and gestured at her gi. “I like the robe. It fits you rather well. My name’s Lee, by the way. Lee Sheng.”

Ash performed the Sheng martial greeting without thinking about it after standing up. He then brought forth a low table, two seating pillows, and the promised lunch. Noodles, chicken, and more than a few dumplings, along with weak wine.

“Now, shall we eat and talk before we begin having our fun?” he asked and gestured at the vacant seat. “I admit I have a proposal I wish to run by you.”

“I’m not interested in you,” the woman stated and then slid down from where she was floating to land in front of Ash. Her mouth had a strange grimace to it even as she met his eyes.

“Ah, not that kind of proposal,” Ash corrected with a chuckle. He’d been thinking about ways to help Hwa-Ran without including her. Ways Ash could take action that might produce favorable results.

One came to mind, involving the strange relationship he’d formed with this woman.

“Though I admit you’re beautiful,” came the follow-up even as she settled down on the other side of the summoned table. “I can’t deny I’m attracted, but I’m married. Anyway… my proposal.”

“I’m… Ailin. Daughter of Daiyu,” the woman murmured and sat down in the grass before the low table in front of Ash, pushing the seating pillow to the side he’d conjured for her. “My sister was… is… Wan. You said she’s not dead?”

Having prepared for this moment in advance, Ash pulled Wan out of the Hall. She simply appeared off to the side. Healthy, whole, and intact. Ash had nearly killed her, but Rou had put her back together.

“Oh! Oh, I’m— Sister! It’s good to see you,” Wan got out before Ailin grabbed her low at the knee of her robe and jerked her down and wrapped her up in an embrace.

“You can take her with you. Anyway, my proposal,” Ash continues. “It’s very simple. I have a number of people in the Divine Cult that I would very much like to have removed. If I can provide you with the movement patterns of those I’d very much like to have killed, would you be willing?

“I wouldn’t ask for you to provide any information in return. I only ask that you act on the information I give you. That’s all.”

Ailin had turned her head to the side and was now staring at Ash even as she hugged Wan.

“And what do you want out of this?” she asked, watching him as if she expected some form of treachery.

“Nothing. Their deaths. Maiming them. That’s all. I cannot act directly because it would be obvious,” explained Ash. “But if they just so happened to be ambushed by the Orthodox Alliance… well, that’s an issue for them. Though I admit I might leak that someone in their own group let the information slip. Just to try and get the trail off myself.”

“You do realize I could just as easily use this information to cause your own downfall,” Ailin declared.

“Of course, I realize it,” Ash answered with an easy laugh. He picked up a dumpling with his fingers and put it in his mouth. He shrugged as he chewed it up, taking his time to further his response. He swallowed, then just… offered a second shrug. “The simple reality is it’s worth the risk. Even if you only managed to maim a Divine Spirit, that would be a great boon.”

Reaching into his robe, Ash pulled out the upcoming patrols and travel plans around the Divine Mountain range for all the Divine Spirits that weren’t on his side, as well as the siblings of Hwa-Ran.

This had all been information Locke picked up through her espionage efforts.

That meant there was no trail back to Ash at all. This information was clean of anyone being able to intuit that it originated from Ash. It might lead back to someone else, but that was an acceptable risk and loss.

The simple reality was that the battle for the Divine Cult was going to cost Ash a good portion of his self-respect until he could work to change things, but that’d come later.

Much later.

Because the power the Heavenly Demon had was significant. He easily felt as strong as the Emperor had when Ash had been banished to the prison realm.

“I will look into it,” Ailin offered and took the paper from Ash, her fingers clamping around it tightly and then holding it up to her face. Then her eyebrows went up even as she still held onto her sister. “You’ve listed two of the Demonic Cult’s princes. This would lead me to believe you support the Young Demon.”

“I do indeed,” agreed Ash. He saw no reason to beat around the bush in that regard. If she hadn’t assumed Ash was working with or for Hwa-Ran after seeing that list, it would’ve made him very suspicious of her. “I support the Young Demon, and my goal is to make it easier for her. This is your opportunity to capture or eliminate people whom you classify as your enemy. Is it not?

“In the same breath, it allows me to continue our weekly duels, give you a chance to raise your status, while giving my Young Demon wind beneath her wings.”

“They are indeed enemies,” agreed Ailin with a heavy sigh. “They have killed many. Done much. It would… it would be very good for everyone if they died.

“Though I begin to wonder more about you. You do not reek as a Demonic Cultivator would. You do not seem to have the madness that they all have. Or the aggression.”

“I’m unique,” Ash offered with a grin. “Now. Let’s eat and have that duel. I’ve been looking forward to fighting you all week. I’ve been practicing on how to deal with your flames while at the same time sensing where you are!”

“I… yes,” Ailin murmured, snorted, and then laughed. She finally released her younger sister, who sat down next to Ailin. She looked at her for a long second. “He didn’t harm you at all?”

“No,” Wan answered, grabbed some food that Ash had put out, and started eating. She’d been given a good portion of the prison to wander about in. There wasn’t much in the way of information she had that they wanted, so she’d been allowed to move about. “They were far harsher to the Demonic Cultivators he had in his private plane. They didn’t even ask me questions after they confirmed I was Orthodox.

“They just let me wander around the prison. They have a lot of very strange artifacts and unique items, Sister. It was very interesting to be there.”

Ailin looked even more confused now as she turned to look back at Ash.

“His wives are really nice, too,” Wan continued, then suddenly laughed. “Especially Xiuying. She’s hilarious. Really nice, too.”

“Wives?” Ailin asked suddenly, looking at her sister.

“Mm! Yes. I counted at least… thirty? They just call themselves Brides, but there are a lot of them. All very pretty. They’re all Orthodox, too,” Wan continued, Ash’s deliberate withholding of information tumbling apart before his eyes. “Ash is Orthodox, too. They all are. They’re just working with the Demonic Cult. Most of them are from the lower realm, you know.

“There are a few that I think are from our realm, but they wouldn’t say where or how. I tried to get information, but they were guarded about that part. I could be wrong, though, and he has the entirety of his base in the lower realm, which would make sense. Since we have no information on him at all.

“Shen came from the lower realm, too, after all.”

Ash smiled a bit grimly and looked at Wan and Ailin. He’d seen the exact moment Ailin stiffened at the name of Shen being dropped. Her whole body tensed, and her jaw flexed.

This had been something he had wanted to bring up later, but it seemed now would be the time to have the conversation. He couldn’t just let them leave with what they knew, obviously.

“We’re willing to take oaths to ensure we speak of nothing Wan learned to Shen,” Ailin put in quickly before Ash could suggest it. “Nothing. Nothing to anyone. Not even to me after this meeting. I’ll take an oath not to discuss anything about you at all or our plans. This… this will be entirely just between you, me, and Wan.”

Wan apparently realized her own situation after she’d said the name Shen.

“Why’re you here alone, Sister?” Wan asked, looking at Ailin.

“Because Shen refused to act, send help, or do anything,” Ailin growled with a shake of her head. “He is entirely focused on what he wants to do, which is to force every single city to join his Orthodox Assembly. He doesn’t care at all for those who went missing, the ones that escaped, or even that the Assembly as a whole is now locked in a civil war.”

“Is it?” Ash asked, tilting his head. “I will admit most of what your sister said is true, and since you’re offering an oath on your Qi to not speak of this to anyone, I’ll confirm it. I’m Lord Sheng. I was at the Assembly of Assembly’s as a representative for the city of Anyi. My Assembly was murdered when they attempted to flee.

“We escaped and leaked the information that Shen, who I happen to know personally, was sentenced to a lifetime in prison by the Emperor because he had killed so many. If the Orthodox Alliance is in a civil war… you’re welcome.”

Ailin and Wan were both now staring at Ash.

“It’s in a civil war,” confirmed Ailin quietly. “Shen felt that if he killed or captured everyone, then everyone else would have no ability to resist. Except… that didn’t happen.

“All it did was harden everyone into for or against camps. Unless he personally takes the field, most of his people lose or fail in fights. So now the enemy doesn’t engage if he shows up and attacks everywhere he isn’t.

“There are literally teams of cultivators trained in nothing but espionage to know where Shen is at all times. The force that I was with earlier was part of Shen’s forces to try and-and push the Demonic Cult back. They’ve been attacking and pushing lately. I took the position as I could feel that you were here. I could feel the direction my Qi was draining.

“Shen is very angry that he lost the entirety of that force. He… he would very much want to attack children of the Dark Sovereign.”

Oh, that’s a good idea.

I should try to get a chain on Shen and then report it all back to everyone else so they know where he is.

“I get the impression they’re already keeping an eye on him based on what they said. It’s a good idea, though, and we should keep it in mind if we have the chance to implement something like that. Just as you did in the prison realm.”

Yeah… never did find any of those people who escaped. I wonder if they slipped back into the upper realm completely.

Realizing this was a chance to learn more about Shen, his plans, and from someone who didn’t much care for him, Ash smiled at Ailin.

“Let’s talk about… all of this. Then we’ll make our Qi oaths to each other,” Ash murmured.

Would any of my wives be willing to join me? This might prove more productive than originally thought.

“Yes!”

Locke appeared immediately, followed by Na.

Then Mei, Jia, Xiuying, Chunhua, Tala, Moira, and even Rou.

“I… hello,” Ailin whispered, looking around at the women who merely arrived from nowhere.

“Wan! Hello!” Xiuying said brightly, bounced over to Ash, nearly knocked him over on his side, and kissed him. Then she just flopped onto the ground at the table as a few others appeared.

They, too, were immediately loaded with food.

“This is nice,” Jia responded, sitting down next to Mei, who was on Ash’s immediate right. “It has been too long since we all got together.”

“Yes, it’s rather frustrating that the Demonic mountain’s Qi is that sick and corrupting to us,” Chunhua added, taking a seat next to Wan. “Good to see you, Wan, you look much healthier.”

“Of course, she looks healthier. I fixed her. What’d you think was going to happen, Chu?” Rou asked with a laugh and sat next to the sorceress. Then she looked at Wan. “Were there any lingering effects by the way? I only had to repair an edge of your Dantian, but it didn’t seem like it would have a lingering issue.”

“I’m… no, I’m quite fine, Qi Healer Rou, thank you,” Wan murmured and nodded her head quickly.

Ailin looked as if she didn’t know what to say at all. She was suddenly surrounded by people who were very clearly Orthodox, speaking with a man who was working with and for the Young Demon, and likely about to have a fight to the death with him after lunch.

Where each would be trying to kill the other, but likely to pull back at the last possible second.

Ash couldn’t blame her look of confusion.

“If it makes you feel better,” Ash offered her quietly as everyone else began talking. “I actually use regular Qi. I find Demonic Qi problematic and convert it to what I normally use. Something I can only use.

“Shen is my enemy, and the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Even if it’s the Divine Cult. I’ll do what I have to, to bring Shen down.”

“I want his heart on a plate,” Hui stated from the far side of the tables. She had been listening quietly and clearly been waiting for word of Shen. “Ash promised me he would get it for me. I want it. Though I don’t think I’ll eat it. I think I’ll just… throw it in the trash.

“I’m Hui, by the way. I’m Ash’s main strategist, weapon, and wife.”

Ailin nodded her head, looking absolutely lost now.

“How many wives do you have?” Ailin asked, finally looking back to Ash.

“He has many many tens of thousands Brides now,” Locke put in, kissed the top of Ash’s head, then sat down behind him. Wrapping her arms around him and snuggling up to his back. Locke leaned her head back, then moved forward, pushing her face into his neck and biting his throat. Even as her fingers dug into his robes.

Ailin blinked several times rapidly, looked to the table, and picked up a dumpling rather than respond.


Twenty-Four

Ash was nervous.

This morning, nearly ten hours ago, one of Hwa-Ran’s brothers, Ash forgot which one, and two Divine Spirits that supported him left the city. They took with them a large contingent of their Troops and were heading out to attack an Orthodox city at a significant distance from the mountain range.

One that would be surprised by the attack and was unready to defend itself.

While he didn’t know the logistics, reasoning, or goal of the attack, Ash knew it was happening, thanks primarily to Locke’s espionage and ability to be incredibly sneaky.

Anything spoken within a good distance of Ash, she’d hear.

Anything written that was nearby could be scanned.

Any actions taken would be noted by her.

She was an ever-present sensor system that recorded, cataloged, and registered everything around Ash.

This attack had been one he’d handed off yesterday during the meeting. Ailin wouldn’t have long to get things together, but he imagined she’d be able to convince Shen to act.

He didn’t ask for the details, but they had a means of communicating to and from Shen that let them keep in touch. Whatever it might be, it could only handle written messages sent to and from a location.

Siu and Eun-Yu hadn’t been told about any of this.

In the end, Ash wanted Siu to have some plausible deniability if she was questioned. That meant keeping her out of some things and not telling Eun-Yu other things.

Hwa-Ran had yet to appear, either.

“You’re distracted. I should punish you, Fire Troop leader,” grumbled Eun-Yu, her whip cracking right next to his head with a sharp pop.

Sighing, Ash couldn’t deny she was right. He was distracted and terribly.

Holding up his hands, he retracted his Qi weapons and just stood there.

“I surrender to the beautiful troop leader,” he said with a smile. “Do be generous with your terms, Eun-Yu.”

Eun-Yu clicked her tongue, grimaced, then shook her head and rolled her eyes.

She grasped the wheel on the back of her belt, flicked her chain whip to the side, and casually rolled it up. As if she’d practiced it repeatedly until it was second nature.

Dropping the final loop on the catch, she gave him a side-eye that felt like she was going to set him on fire.

“Fine. I accept,” she graciously stated with a wave of a hand. “You can take Siu and me to dinner. You should treat us appropriately.”

She adjusted her robes and then let out a short breath.

Once again, Eun-Yu had changed how she dressed.

Now, she seemed to be wearing clothes similar to Siu’s.

It did all the right things, in the right ways, but didn’t actually show off much. It didn’t leave much to the imagination if one looked, yet it displayed not a speck of skin.

On top of that, she seemed far more confident.

Eun-Yu grabbed Ash at the elbow of his robe and pulled him away from where they’d been sparring.

He, Siu, Eun-Yu, and all three troops were training in the large open area that was afforded to the Young Demon’s training of troops. She herself wasn’t here; she still hadn’t come out of hiding, but they were operating as if she were.

Siu was training directly with her troop. Using her shields and fans to fight them directly. Taking three on at the same time.

Ash and Eun-Yu’s troops were currently involved in a full-on skirmish with one another. Battling in a scrum where the only thing disallowed was fatal attacks.

They were new, assigned after Ash and Eun-Yu took their positions, and lacked combat experience. Siu’s troop had existed previously but had reported to someone else. They had more experience and abilities than the new recruits.

“Lee Sheng,” called a voice from the far side of the Young Demon’s courtyard.

Turning, Ash found that it was a Shadowed individual. It looked eerily similar to the one that’d provided the change in orders regarding Ash’s initiation. They felt somewhat powerful, yet also not very powerful.

Something under the Divine Spirit point of power, but only just. Among the Cult, their power was likely something unexpected.

“You are summoned to appear before the Heavenly Demon,” they continued. “You, your wife, and your woman.”

Ash raised a brow at that but inclined his head to the speaker. He wasn’t sure if he meant Eun-Yu when he said ‘your woman’, but he wasn’t about to argue with someone sent by the Heavenly Demon.

In this situation, where Ash needed power and would need to take it from the Heavenly Demon, he needed to bide his time for now. Bide his time, grow his power, his personal strength, and then take the Cult for himself.

Or… through Hwa-Ran.

I think it would be easier to take her as a Realm Lord and let her run the Cult for me.

I don’t actually want to run it.

“Nor should you. The Qi is problematic to say the least. Even for you, it takes considerably more effort for you to convert it to Pure Qi compared to what you normally do.”

Really?

“Oh yes. Your growth of Qi is much slower than it should be.”

Ash frowned at that as he moved to follow the Shadowed and darkly veiled individual. Eun-Yu and Siu had joined him. He began clearly escorting them out of the Young Demon’s courtyard and likely to the Heavenly Demon’s courtyard or throne room.

What Locke hadn’t said was that Ash hadn’t grown much at all.

Since coming to this realm, he hadn’t actually advanced his personal power at all. He’d been stuck at a peak Awakened Mortal in terms of level, but more akin to a Sovereign Immortal early stage in actual power.

He lacked the awakening and realization to progress to the next stage.

To be able to move upward, he needed that ideation of his upper Dantian. Realize what it was, expand upon it, and use it accordingly.

When he’d been in the world that comes after, he had the opportunity to try to open it forcefully.

Yet he’d chosen not to, as the timing hadn’t felt correct.

Though now he found himself wondering if that’d been the right choice. If it’d been a mistake to not take that offer and actually open his upper Dantian.

“Remain here,” ordered the Shadowed man after leading them into the throne room of the Heavenly Demon, then left.

“Why does he want to see us? Is Hwa-Ran alright?” Eun-Yu asked, sounding rather nervous to Ash’s ear. He hadn’t been able to pick up on her emotions when he first met her, but now he was actually able to identify a lot more in her tone and body posture.

She was deeply nervous right now.

“Last I saw her, she was fine,” confirmed Ash, looking from Eun-Yu to Siu. “I haven’t spoken to her since I got her secured away, though. Nor has she reached out to me. I thought it’d be dangerous to try and establish contact, so I didn’t.”

“That is probably best,” Siu said, then sighed. Then looked around.

It caused Ash to look around as well and then reach out with his senses.

And finally, try to connect to the Hall.

He couldn’t access Locke or the Hall, it seemed. He was blocked from her.

Which meant the Heavenly Demon was around.

Near.

As he sensed the Qi surrounding him, tasted it, and felt its flow, Ash was able to determine that the Heavenly Demon was standing behind the far wall. Standing by himself and remaining still.

There were other people somewhat nearby as well, though only four of them. They felt to Ash as if they were the Divine Spirits.

Nothing else could be sensed by Ash.

No guards, no watchers, no listeners, outside of the Divine Spirits and Heavenly Demon.

“I’ll… try to check in with Hwa-Ran after this,” Ash stated and meant it. “She’s been gone for too long, hasn’t she? If we don’t at least talk to her and let her know what’s going on, we might miss something.

“I haven’t heard any rumors going around that were negative toward her.”

“There were more than a few rumors that you’d turned her into a concubine,” Eun-Yu interjected.

Ash sighed at that and shook his head. He’d heard those rumors, too.

“As beautiful as she is, I can see the temptation and the logic jump, but I most certainly didn’t do that. I only made sure she healed cleanly then put her away where she told me so she could recover,” rambled off Ash. He was trying to sound like he was talking casually and normally, with just a dash of fear and nervousness.

Because he’d realized that the Divine Spirits and the Heavenly Demon himself were just listening to what was being said right now. They were actively attempting to get information.

“Do… you said she was in that warehouse?” Eun-Yu asked quietly.

It caused Ash’s breathing to halt, and then he chuckled softly.

“I lied, Eun-Yu. I’m sorry. I fed you that story because I was afraid you were working for one of her brothers,” Ash confessed to her. “I needed to know if you were with us or against us. We don’t really have a working espionage unit.”

It was the truth; they didn’t.

Eun-Yu grinned at that, wrinkled her nose, then reached out and thumped Ash on the shoulder.

“You, Lee Sheng, are a jerk. Though I’m glad that I passed your suspicion to the point that you’ve apologized,” murmured Eun-Yu.

Then everyone went quiet, looking around, waiting for what would come next.

Nothing happened.

Minutes ticked by as Ash, Eun-Yu, and Siu merely stood there. Waiting for someone to come.

Anyone.

Though Ash knew they were already here. Just waiting.

Staging their entrance.

He didn’t quite know why.

As he stood there, Ash finally got an answer to why everyone was standing around waiting.

Two more people arrived. They were young in their power as far as Ash could tell. It felt like someone similar to Eun-Yu or Siu, perhaps. Though he couldn’t quite tell.

They could very well be more powerful than that, and he just couldn’t get a read on it.

The Heavenly Demon hadn’t been waiting to make an entrance or eavesdrop; he’d been waiting for these two people.

Because no sooner had those two entered the courtyard than everyone did.

Only four Divine Spirits entered, and two people Ash didn’t know. They came from the rear, though, using a similar entry to Ash and his group.

The people who had arrived last looked different to Ash. Unique in the same way as Hwa-Ran did. Both of them had dark hair and dark eyes and appeared to be in their early twenties at the latest.

One of them looked like they’d gone through the wringer. His clothes were torn, his face had a long scratch on it that was slowly weeping blood, and his hair was a bedraggled mess.

Compared to the first person, the second one looked benign and comfortable. Dressed in rich-looking robes that hung from shoulder to ankle and were dyed in various blue, purple, and dark red hues. Creating a strange mish-mash that was likely expensive for the dyes.

Then the Heavenly Demon stepped out from where he’d been waiting.

Ash, Eun-Yu, and Siu all took the normal form of bowing for the Heavenly Demon. The Divine Spirits did as well as the two newcomers.

“Stand. This’ll be quick. We have a spy. Everyone here is a likely culprit. I will find them,” growled out the Heavenly Demon as he stepped up to his throne.

And went right past it.

He went over to the Divine Spirits on the far side.

“This’ll be simple, quick, and all-encompassing,” hissed the Heavenly Demon.

Ash hadn’t noticed it when the man was waiting in the back area, but he was angry. Murderously angry. It felt as if the air around him was being pulled tight like a rope stretched between two horses.

The creak and whine of the strands trying to remain stuck together even as they were about to fail.

Except it was the air, or perhaps the air molecules themselves, threatening to shatter and explode under the weight of the Heavenly Demon.

“I tolerate killing each other. I tolerate planning to take over another’s holdings, another’s man, another’s woman, another’s home,” the Heavenly Demon said, walking up to the old woman Divine Spirit. “I encourage it, honestly. I do not tolerate giving information to the Orthodox scum just to have your enemy killed. That is not a tactic I will allow.

“And that’s what happened. That’s clearly what happened. I know this is true, as my spies have told me that the actions of the Orthodox suddenly changed.

“They shifted forces, brought heavy power users up, and moved them forward and out of the city. Only to ambush and attack the Demon Prince’s assault force.”

Oh.

He has spies?

That’s good to know.

I’ll be sure to let Ailin know. She’ll need to dig around in the city where she’s operating to figure out how that’s happening.

Ash didn’t even twitch physically at the Heavenly Demon’s words. If the man was too stupid to realize that any tactic that would work was a valid tactic, then that was his own problem.

Having gone through life as a citizen and then the lowest-ranked cultivator, and clawing his way upward, Ash had a pretty good idea of what it took to survive. What it took to get out of the lowest of the low and scramble through the ranks.

That meant any tactic that could be used should be used. So long as it was against an enemy.

Hwa-Ran’s siblings were the enemy at this moment because there was no second place in becoming the Heavenly Demon. There was only first place or dead.

After staring at the old woman for a good ten seconds, the Heavenly Demon moved on to the next Divine Spirit. Leaving the old woman standing there, and suddenly looking worn out.

As if she’d just done a ten-mile sprint and had nothing left, she sagged where she stood. Her shoulders curling, her head dipping, and her whole body turning inward.

“Two Divine Spirits died today,” the Heavenly Demon continued as he stared at the middle-aged Divine Spirit. “They were killed in a clash that shouldn’t have happened and died due to their own weakness. I’m not mad that they died, I’m mad that someone used a tactic I dislike greatly.”

The last was said with a growl, to which the middle-aged man quivered where he stood.

Jerking his gaze from him, the Heavenly Demon moved on to the next.

I probably should’ve run the plan by Hwa-Ran to get her feedback, actually. I didn’t really consider that there would be a tactic that was off-limits. Everything so far in the Divine Cult has been more or less free game.

Take what happens in the Orthodox and remove even the limited restraint shown there.

I assumed and… here I am.

Alright, with that said, I need to figure out what’s happening so I can prepare.

Whatever he’s doing is causing them distress. Distress and clearly questioning them.

It doesn’t seem to be truth-telling since he’s not asking anything, but I can’t be sure. Maybe it’s some type of mental thought reading? A sorcerer’s spell?

Like Chu, but something more angled and aimed toward one’s thoughts and their mind?

How do I prepare myself for this? I admit I wasn’t expecting him to have some sort of interrogative ability.

Hell, I’d love to talk to you right now, Locke, but I guess this is all on me.

All of this is on me and I’m the head of it all.

I’m Lord Sheng and I need to be able to hold up my end of the agreement.

All those Brides, the Knights, the Cultivators in the Alliance, all the way down to my sister.

I need to hold up my end of the agreement.

I’m Lord Sheng.

Lawful and legal successor to the One True Emperor, if not by blood.

I wear his ring, I hold his seal, I sit on the throne.

I’m recognized by the descendants of the Royal and Palace Guard.

The Heavenly Demon had finished with the Divine Spirits and came over to Ash, Eun-Yu, and Siu now.

He was currently staring at Eun-Yu on Ash’s left.

It only lasted seconds, though, and Eun-Yu crumpled to her knees, slid down to all fours, and then collapsed to the ground. Breathing heavily and acting as if she’d been in a life-or-death fight.

Before Ash could even check on her, the Heavenly Demon did the same to Siu. Who collapsed even faster than Eun-Yu, tipping backward and falling to the ground with a heavy thump. Staring up into the sky above with unseeing eyes but breathing heavily.

They were both alive but clearly worn out.

Then the Heavenly Demon was there in front of Ash, staring into him as if he were the gateway to somewhere else. Strangely, Ash didn’t really feel anything off or strange.

Everyone had been acting like they’d been locked in some sort of cage-fight, but this just felt like an awkward encounter with someone who didn’t know that staring intensely is strange.

Ash shifted from foot to foot and just stared back at the Heavenly Demon.

“Your name isn’t Lee,” the Heavenly Demon said, which caused Ash to mentally freeze.

Then the world around them collapsed into darkness, and Ash was no longer in the Heavenly Demon’s courtyard.


Twenty-Five

Ash now understood that they were in fact in the same place, but that he’d been pulled into a different plane. Or perhaps a spiritual space. A location that was entirely devoid of anything that the Heavenly Demon didn’t wish to exist.

“Yes, and yet no,” Ash answered the question directly. “I am Ashley Sheng. I go by Lee simply because it’s easier than having someone call me Ashley, which is more of a family name.”

The Heavenly Demon didn’t look away. If anything, Ash’s answer seemed to bother him greatly.

“That isn’t your name,” hissed the Heavenly Demon, but it didn’t sound as if he were convinced of that either. If Ash had to identify the emotion, it was confusion. As if the Heavenly Demon was trying to convince himself more than Ash. “Fine. Lee Sheng. Ashley Sheng.

“What would you need to tell me about this situation? What do you need to confess to me?”

“Nothing, Heavenly Demon. I will confess I would be happier if both of Hwa-Ran’s rivals had died, but I think they would feel the same toward each other, and Hwa-Ran,” Ash answered. It was once again the truth. “I do not think it wrong to wish them harm.”

Staring into Ash, the Heavenly Demon didn’t seem as if he liked that answer very much either. He seemed deeply troubled, in fact.

Bothered by the situation and what Ash had been answering.

As if he’d expected something else and couldn’t quite reason through the information he’d been provided.

“That is all?” he asked.

“I’m not sure what else you expected me to confess to. You didn’t really direct any questions. You just kind of left it open,” Ash answered with a shrug. The blackness around the two of them was strange to Ash, and he wasn’t really sure if this was real or not. If time had slowed down or if it was progressing normally.

There were a great many strange situations in the Divine Cult, and this seemed like just another that was deeply strange.

“Should I confess to the fact that I stare at Eun-Yu when she isn’t looking?” tried Ash. “Or that if I was given the chance, I’d bed your daughter?”

Both were true and something he wouldn’t normally admit to anyone. They were indeed confessions and something he’d prefer not to discuss.

The Heavenly Demon’s lips peeled back, and he bared his teeth at Ash. It was an odd expression, and Ash just stood there, staring at the man.

There was no denying he was powerful.

Very powerful.

The power gap between a Mortal Refiner and Immortal Refiner was narrow if one was deep in the peak of the Mortal and the entry point to the Immortal Refiner, but vast if one considered even the second layer of the Sovereign Immortal in comparison.

The Heavenly Demon was at the very least at the starting areas of a Dreadful Immortal and could kill Ash without too much trouble.

That was the state of the power differential.

“Seems like you’re determined to hide it all from me. I can see there’s more for you to say than any of the others did. Let’s leave the courtyard and have a nice… chat. Elsewhere,” the Heavenly Demon murmured, and the world’s blackness around them dissolved into a rocky mountain top.

All of it had happened under a purple hue, shimmering, almost as if it were under high heat.

Now, above Ash were dark clouds which spiraled out from above him, as if summoned by the Heavenly Demon himself. Even now, they were letting loose a torrent of snow, blowing across the boulder-strewn land at an inhospitable slope to the ground.

Lightning bolts descended from the heavens and slammed into the ground nearby.

Appearing before Ash was the Heavenly Demon, wielding a massive two-handed great sword with both hands. He was already bringing it around until it was parallel with the ground, then thrusting forward.

It came so quickly that Ash didn’t actually have time to respond.

If Ash hadn’t actually landed on the ground at a strange angle, he would’ve been hit by the heavy thrust. Right in the middle of his chest, and likely killing him.

“Ash! Move!” shrieked Locke in his head.

Hearing Locke shook Ash’s thoughts roughly. He had just been in a strange staring contest with the Heavenly Demon, and now he was fighting the man on a mountain top.

Rather than think about it, Ash pushed off the mountain and went straight to flying away from this. He needed to get an immediate distance so he could consider the situation.

It seemed as if the Heavenly Demon hadn’t liked Ash’s answers and was taking this further. Where everyone else had been questioned in that spirit realm, Ash was being attacked outright.

Given that Ash had a great deal to hide about the situation, it was no wonder the Heavenly Demon hadn’t believed anything he’d said at the start. If he had a way to determine the truth, it would explain everything.

Taking him out this way prevented anyone from intervening, nor would it let anyone watch whatever the Heavenly Demon wished to do.

Ash tried to activate the Hall to take him out of this location, but it didn’t respond.

Shit!

Locke, I need an exit or reinforcements!

“Dodge! Siu is on her way with Brides! They started moving as soon as you vanished with the Heavenly Demon! He teleported you out without a word or an artifact! The moment you landed on the mountain, I could sense you again!”

Unfortunately, Ash’s attempt to fly didn’t actually result in him getting off the ground.

All it did was cause Ash to jump, flop around in the air, hit the mountainside, and begin rolling away.

Kicking out with his feet and pushing out with Qi to form his Qi-limbs, Ash went to right himself.

Except his Qi didn’t respond either. No Qi formed or came free of him.

In fact, when he glanced at his Qi Sea and Dantians, he found them all dark and empty. The Heavenly Demon had drained him during the teleport.

Grasping at the Hall, Ash attempted to pull out weapons he could use in his hands.

It didn’t respond to his needs either. Nothing was summoned.

“Ash!” shrieked Locke.

Scrabbling to his feet, Ash got his hands up in front of himself to defend.

Only to find it was just too late.

The Heavenly Demon’s large, heavy blade slammed into Ash’s left arm and simply cleaved it away at the elbow. The forearm and hand were sent tumbling down the mountainside. Bouncing off small rocks and sending a light cascade of snow billowing around.

It was pure luck that Ash had only lost half his arm, rather than getting split in half. His defensive posturing had put his midsection just out of reach of the heavy swing.

No sooner had it happened than Ash felt the pain. Excruciating and unbelievable in its scope and intensity. His left arm hurt to a degree that Ash had never considered previously.

Grimacing, feeling despair welling up in his heart, Ash pushed backward. Lifting his one good arm up in front of himself.

He noted, in a somewhat detached way, that his left arm moved as if the lower portion was still attached. Taking up a defensive posture that it couldn’t actually perform.

Panting, Ash readied himself, trying to be able to receive the Heavenly Demon’s next attack. It was obvious he was toying with him, though, and that worked in Ash’s favor.

If he toyed with Ash long enough, he could stall for time for the others to arrive.

“They won’t make it,” the Heavenly Demon said, meeting Ash’s gaze with his own flat, dead stare. He didn’t smile, he didn’t gloat. He just stared at Ash. “Your companions. They won’t make it. Even now they’re dying. Dying by the score.

“I will admit I wasn’t expecting you to be able to summon Unorthodox soldiers to support you. It certainly makes more sense why you’re able to stand as powerfully as you have up to this point.

“It won’t matter.”

Locke!?

“I… yes. They’re dying. They’re fighting and dying right now. Demonic Warriors are spilling out of every building, every doorway, every alley. Everyone’s fighting and… there are a lot of casualties. But we can’t leave you there!”

Despair, anger, and fear billowed out of Ash and coursed through his very being. His heart stumbled over itself, and he swore he could feel their deaths.

In severing Ash’s ability to hold Qi, the Heavenly Demon had removed Ash’s actual connections to everyone as well. He was unable to send or receive Qi from anyone else.

He couldn’t even tell if they were truly dying or alive, but Locke’s words had ruined his ability to believe in that fantasy.

“It’s a pity. You’re a traitor to the Cult. You would’ve gone far,” snorted the Heavenly Demon with a shake of his head. “When you took Hwa-Ran, I was deeply suspicious. You didn’t use her body, shackle her, or force her into a deep debt. You healed her and set her aside to recover. That’s not the way of our Cult.

“I already suspected you were a traitor even then. All you’ve done now is prove it to me.”

Laughing softly at that, Ash just stared at the man. There was no point in talking. No point in confirming, denying, or arguing. All he could do was stall, hope he could get out of this, and recover the Brides.

“If you tell me who was part of this from the Orthodox side, I’ll spare your little pets,” offered the Heavenly Demon. His large sword came up and forward again. His reach was incredible with it, and Ash had almost no means to defend himself.

Ash wanted to tell him about Ailin and Wan.

But that’d only condemn them to death.

On top of that, while Hwa-Ran had told him her father would never lie, Ash just didn’t believe that.

Before Ash could contemplate it further, the Heavenly Demon’s blade came out in a heavy thrust again.

Picture perfect, blazing speed, and aimed superbly.

It slammed into Ash’s thigh, broke the bone, and sent him to the ground. If it hadn’t partially glanced off the bone, the leg would’ve been severed outright.

Crumpling to the ground, Ash ended up on his back, facing up to the sky above.

Then the Heavenly Demon was there. Staring down at him.

Taking his left hand away from the blade, the Heavenly Demon held it up above Ash’s head.

“You will tell me everything, Ashley Sheng,” commanded the Heavenly Demon. “You would not speak to save your companions, so I’ll just have to rip it out of your head before you die.”

There was a sudden and monstrous tearing sensation inside Ash’s head.

It felt as if he’d developed the worst migraine he’d ever experienced in his life. A migraine so powerful that it felt as if Ash’s head was being split asunder.

Turning his head to the side, Ash promptly threw up, bile, lunch, and what looked like carrots. It all hit the rocks and ground beside him. Leaving him empty, nauseous, and in a great deal of pain.

Despite feeling as if he were dying, sick, and that his body was being pulled apart, there was one other thing that made him feel even worse.

His thoughts were being pulled out of him along with his memories.

Ash could feel the Heavenly Demon drawing it all out of him with absolute certainty. He was moving backward and picking through everything. Each memory pulled, looked at, and sorted left Ash feeling as if his very skull were collapsing in on itself.

Like a rotten pumpkin unable to maintain its shape.

Tearing his fingers into his Dao, ripping at it with his fingernails, and generally just shrieking at what was happening, Ash grabbed at it. No sooner had he taken hold of it than he found it unresponsive.

His momentum, his Dao, was dark.

Null.

He had no momentum or movement.

The Heavenly Demon had peeled back his memories of Locke speaking, the knowledge of the Brides, and had returned to when Ash had stated his name. He was focusing on that moment and working it one way, then the other.

A memory of Ash holding up a gem to the light to try to discover the depths popped into his mind.

Multifaceted, with multiple faces inside its depths, it had piqued his interest. When he had held it up, it’d shown him a different viewing angle every time.

Another way to see it without actually discovering its true setting.

Ash had spent an entire day practically gazing into it to figure out what was the right way to view it.

In that thought, in the way the Heavenly Demon was reviewing the memory of Ash naming himself, Ash had a sudden realization. An idle thought that bloomed in a millisecond of eternity.

Like shouting into a massive cave and listening to the echo traveling ever further away, each one coming back a bit softer, yet continuing still.

The Heavenly Demon had been confused by what Ash had named himself. Not Ash, not Lee, not even ‘Ashley’. The name had given him pause when Ash said it because it hadn’t been the truth.

Not the truth Ash had been stating or attempting to believe.

Not the truth that everyone else believed him to be.

Not the truth because his name was Lord Sheng.

Just as suddenly as the strange echoing call had rocketed down the cave of his thoughts, it then went silent.

That wasn’t real either.

It wasn’t the truth.

Much like the gem that Ash had attempted to look into, to find the right ‘face’, he was like that gem.

To many, he was Lord Sheng.

To those in the lower realm who knew him, he was Ash Sheng.

To the Divine Cult, he was Lee Sheng.

To his family, he was Ashley Sheng.

To a very small number of women, he was genuinely ‘Husband’.

To Mother Far and Father Duyi, he was Son.

He was all of those at the same time, yet he’d only been trying to push forward with who he was, as Lord Sheng. Only Lord Sheng could open his upper Dantian.

“Oh,” Ash whispered to himself as a new thought rang throughout his mind.

The only way to open the upper Dantian was to realize how one fit in the universe as a whole. Not one aspect of a person. Not one finite face in a gem that could have hundreds of them, depending on how it was grown.

He’d been trying for so long to push Lord Sheng into the upper Dantian that when the upper Dantian opened, Ash nearly stumbled into it without realizing it had happened.

Pushing on a locked door, only to sigh, give up, and let go of the handle.

Just for it to fall off and the door swing open all on its own.

Standing there, Ash found himself amongst a large number of immobile iterations of himself.

Lifelike, living, breathing, and all turning to look at Ash as he arrived.

All of them seemed to be of him.

Versions of him, that was. Versions of him that likely existed in other people’s eyes.

Primarily, it was Lord Sheng.

What he looked like to the vast majority of people.

Two other versions of him looked a lot like that man, though they had different auras about them. One was clearly Orthodox, and the other the Divine Cult.

Beside that was one that made Ash do a double-take.

A very young version of himself with uncolored hair, an awkward smile, and shorter.

This was most certainly what his adoptive parents saw him as, even now. Some gawky and gangly-looking teen who was desperate to open his Dantian, but seemed to struggle up each and every path.

In this wide-open area, there was just a crowd of Ashleys. All of them looked almost identical to one another, but had slight variations.

“This doesn’t feel quite right for my upper Dantian,” Ash whispered as he walked through the crowd. All of them were looking back at him. “Is it because I’m not human anymore?”

“It must be because I’m not truly Human anymore,” stated the Ash that was clearly Lord Sheng at the exact same time Ash had asked the question.

“That’s rather fascinating. I wonder if this is also because my middle Dantian is a plane, rather than a location for me alone,” stated a different version of Ash, also at the same time. “These iterations of me are tied to other people’s view of me, not my own view of me.”

Each voice had taken a separate half of the whole and spoken to it.

This didn’t feel right to Ash because it didn’t seem focused on his own perceptions, but those perceptions of others that were put upon him. It was likely because he wasn’t completely Human anymore and had a great deal of divinity.

Looking down from this strange location, Ash could see the middle Dantian below.

It was filled with people.

Brides, Knights, and those who were deemed ‘needed’ were all moving about the Sheng Plane.

The Sheng Spaces.

There were new buildings that he didn’t remember erecting. A number of them.

There were also two more of those militarized Cathedrals that Sisui had made. Even from this distance and height, he could feel them all. Those locations weren’t empty and were moderately filled.

In focusing on them, Ash realized that they were still.

Immobile.

They weren’t shifting, breathing, or even twitching.

When he began looking around as a whole, he found no one was moving.

They were all paused and unmoving.

Frowning, Ash looked at his other versions of himself, then looked all the way down to his Qi Sea. Far, far below.

It was full.

Filled to the brim with Qi so dense it might as well be called liquid osmium or a Manga Main Character. There was no room for it to go, yet it genuinely seemed to be filling somehow.

“I thought I was empty,” Ash whispered.

“It’s all a lie,” Lord Sheng declared.

“Lies are permitted,” agreed Lee Sheng.

“He’s showing us whatever he can to get into our minds,” Ash finished and then blew out a slow breath. It made sense. It also lined up with why everyone else was so weakened. “He did what he had to, to see into people’s minds.

“I’m not dying on a mountainside. None of the Brides are dead. My Qi Sea is full. My Dao is my own. I am Ashley Sheng, Lord Sheng, descendant of the One True Emperor, son to Far and Duyi, friend to many, husband to a few, and the protector of thousands. I am Ashley Sheng.”

As he finished speaking, his Qi Sea, his lower Dantian, ruptured.

The golden pillar that was his Dao suddenly grew six times as wide and spread that growth upward. Tearing through the air as it went and racing toward where Ash stood.

When the new section collided with the upper Dantian, it blew through it and raced upward and beyond. Vanishing into the sky above Ash, endlessly climbing upward.

As it did so, he finally understood why his Dao was connected to his upper Dantian as well.

Each version of himself flowed into one another. One became dominant as another receded, only for it to swap and then slide the other way.

He was not one thing at any one time, but a mixture of many things, all moving with one momentum, that had alternating interior gears moving at different speeds.

I’m my own engine.

Pulling his gaze from the Dao pillar and back down, Ash watched as his Qi Sea began to roil and bubble. Seeping up through the lower Dantian and into the middle Dantian.

Except it didn’t just pool anywhere.

It began forming into massive pillars reaching up toward the upper Dantian. Each was easily twenty feet wide and long.

Yet they all shifted and migrated to the edges of Sheng Space. Slowly forming a wall of thick, dense, pure Qi.

It reached up a good ten feet into the air for each pillar before the pillars grew into one another, then went still.

The Qi Sea of his lower Dantian was full, but he could tell it had no more to pull or utilize. For one reason or another, this was the limit of the growth.

From what he could see, his available Qi had easily quadrupled.

“Well. The growth tied to becoming a Sovereign Immortal is quite grand,” Ash said, and dismissed his hold on his upper Dantian and put himself back onto the mountainside.

The false mountainside that the Heavenly Demon had set up to extract information.


Twenty-Six

Upon returning to his ‘body’, Ash found himself standing beside it, rather than in it.

The Heavenly Demon still had his hand on his ‘body’s head’ and was attempting to extract information from it. Using some sort of ability that was linked with the mental realm, as well as, unsurprisingly, Ash’s mental condition.

It now made sense why everyone acted so wounded after the fact. The Heavenly Demon was extracting information through negative feelings.

Contemplating the situation and the fact that the Heavenly Demon was still gnawing at the memory of Ash’s interaction with him regarding his name, Ash wasn’t quite sure how to proceed.

Given his rank-up, Ash could see how to refuse the Heavenly Demon’s interrogation. How he could eject the man from his mind outright and dismiss him.

This was a situation where the rank difference had been the point that had allowed all of this to occur. It was also why even the Divine Spirits couldn’t resist the Heavenly Demon, but had been able to deal with it more effectively.

They knew what was coming and didn’t resist the interrogation, unlike Ash, Siu, and likely Eun-Yu, who merely responded to the situation as it was presented. Whatever the Heavenly Demon did, they thought was what was happening in reality.

If Ash had to guess, he likely used Ash against Siu. Perhaps torturing, maiming, or killing Ash to get information out of Siu. That would be the approach Ash would’ve taken if the roles were reversed.

With Eun-Yu, he really wasn’t sure how to go about it. Ash imagined that once you were in the mental realm with the Heavenly Demon, he could figure things out with relative ease.

As that thought poked through Ash’s mind, he realized his answer to the whole thing.

Rejecting the Heavenly Demon would only provoke more interest from him. It would cause him to want to dig ever deeper.

Or kill Ash outright.

Rather than reject the man, Ash merely began pushing thoughts into the ‘Ash’ that was lying there on the snowy mountainside, dying. Thoughts and memories that would lead the Heavenly Demon down a simple trail to follow.

Ash had been trying to obfuscate everything from the Heavenly Demon because Ash had feelings for Hwa-Ran. Had feelings for her and had been planning on killing both of her younger brothers.

Beyond even that, he had plans to kill the Heavenly Demon at a much further date and time down the road. When Hwa-Ran came into her power fully, he would be the one to stand beside her and drive a knife through the Heavenly Demon’s heart to put her on the throne.

Put her on the throne and personally crown Hwa-Ran as the Heavenly Demon.

Things someone who came from an Orthodox background would seek to conceal from the Heavenly Demon. They were plausible fears for who Ash was.

Silly, for a Demonic Cultivator, however.

Ash stood apart from the Heavenly Demon as he focused on the Ash at his feet. The man was blind to the fact that Ash was no longer part of the enchantment directly, because Ash hadn’t recoiled and kicked him out.

Or so Ash assumed.

Yet it was a logical deduction to him. The Heavenly Demon wouldn’t think Ash had broken through to the Immortal Refiner realm. Nor had Ash ever displayed power equivalent to that.

Additionally, Ash hadn’t been able to resist the Heavenly Demon from penetrating his thoughts to begin with.

Everything added up to the Heavenly Demon maintaining the assumption that Ash was at his mercy.

Which made sense why he kept going through Ash’s memory and thoughts. Things Ash planted specifically for him to find while hiding everything else from the man. Small things adding up to him hiding this from the Heavenly Demon to protect Hwa-Ran.

Ash even went to the trouble of making it seem like his broken self was resisting the Heavenly Demon when it came down to where Hwa-Ran was hiding.

Only for it to all end.

Once more, Ash was standing in the courtyard of the Heavenly Demon. Holding the Heavenly Demon’s gaze.

The enchantment had ended.

Oh!

Right. I need to… fall over or something.

Right, right, my arm. My leg.

Ash grabbed at his left arm and sank down to one knee. Only to grasp at his leg, where it should’ve been nearly severed. Then collapsed slowly to his side and turned his face away. He found himself, face pressed to Siu’s side.

“I’m genuinely surprised it wasn’t you,” remarked the Heavenly Demon and then walked away. Leaving Ash, Siu, and Eun-Yu lying on the ground. “Well, that’s good news, I suppose, in one way, bad news in another. It means I still have a traitor.”

Siu’s hand came over and sank into Ash’s hair, pulling him closer into her side.

“You died,” she whispered, her eyes sliding away from the sky to look at him. “You died. I killed everyone. You died. You’re not dead. You’re alive. My Ashley lives. I love you. I killed… everyone… for you. I burnt the world down. I led the Brides to punish everyone for you that wasn’t Sheng.”

“Thanks,” Ash mumbled, unsure of what to think of that.

“I think she really did kill the world,” Locke put in, sounding rather strange to Ash. The fact that he could talk to her at all was surprising. “I can’t get her to answer me directly right now, but it kinda lines up with what I’m feeling from her. Though your own experience is rather fascinating.

“Before you worry about it, I already captured your Tribulation and stuck it in the Hall. It was truly heinous. It’ll take me years to pick it apart for Qi, but… it’s a lot.

“A lot, a lot. It was truly heavens-defying.

“You are very much a threat to all of creation, it would seem. A threat to everyone and everything, considering how terrifying that tribulation is.

“It’s so bad, Honey, that I had to put it in a Sheng Space module that was empty. I was going to use it for something else. Now it’s just the tribulation.

“And… and I’m babbling. Because I couldn’t reach you, but I could feel your concern. Your fear and how you felt. I couldn’t do anything.

“Now you’re back, and you’re an Immortal Refiner with a great deal of godhood behind you and… oh shit.”

Ash turned his head partially to watch as the Heavenly Demon lifted one of his sons off the ground by the throat.

“You dare?” demanded the Heavenly Demon.

“Father, it was—”

Not waiting to hear what was said, the Heavenly Demon flung his son to the far wall of the courtyard as if he were not much more than a lawn dart.

The young man slammed into the wall headfirst, made a grotesque crunching noise, and slid down the wall to land in a heap at the base of it. He twitched, moved, and began to crawl away. Though it was obvious at this distance that his shoulder and part of his ribcage had been shattered in the impact.

Rather than go after him, the Heavenly Demon went to the next son.

He did the same thing as he had done with everyone else.

Stared into him.

Seconds ticked by even as the other son continued to crawl away. Wheezing and pulling himself across the stones.

This whole family is so horrific.

Screaming, the Heavenly Demon slammed a fist into the son in front of him. Sending him sprawling to the ground. He was the younger brother and looked to be roughly nineteen. His young face looked quite shocked as the Heavenly Demon had struck him.

He followed it up with a kick that sent the other Demon Prince flying through the air. Only to hit the ground, roll, and slide across the stones.

“The spy isn’t here,” the Heavenly Demon hissed. “Though these two were doing something almost as disgusting. I will not speak of it, but they are not to be assisted. Leave them where they lie and handle their affairs accordingly. None of you here may touch, help, assist, or kill them.

“They’re fortunate that their sister is indisposed; otherwise, they’d likely both be dead before the hour closes.”

The Heavenly Demon stormed over to his throne and sat down in it. He looked around to the four Divine Spirits, Ash, Siu, and Eun-Yu.

A grimace flashed across his face.

“You all have my apologies,” he growled out finally. “I will send a formal apology by way of resources before the day is out. I turned to all of you as the problem before I even suspected my own household. It seems I’ve lost some of my vision in this fresh war with the Orthodox.

“I’ve killed hundreds of them in the last several weeks, and I’ve… perhaps I’ve lost my focus. I accused the very person who brought me news of the change in the Orthodox as if he were a spy. After he provided me with the information I needed at the time I needed it.”

With a grunt, the Heavenly Demon made a dismissive hand wave.

The four Divine Spirits filtered out, hobbling along.

Ash didn’t move, just lay there with his head in Siu’s side.

Neither she nor Eun-Yu was capable of moving yet.

As if realizing his dismissal was pointless, the Heavenly Demon grunted, clicked his teeth, grimaced again, then looked to the side. He made another gesture with his hand, and a group of people in black Shadow uniforms appeared from nowhere.

Ash hadn’t been able to sense them.

“Put them in the Young Demon’s healer pavilion. Send my own healers,” the Heavenly Demon got out.

“I had no idea they were there. Looks like you’ll need to punish me? Tee hee? Such a bad wife I am? Punish me lots?” purred Locke.

Those people in Shadow uniforms picked up Siu, Eun-Yu, and Ash, and carried them off.

Pushing out with his senses, Ash tried to get an idea of how Siu was.

Her Dantian, meridians, and general body condition were fine. There wasn’t anything wrong with her.

Eun-Yu felt much the same to Ash.

For the moment, it seemed as if they’d managed to escape the net the Heavenly Demon had made.

Ash would have to figure out how to make this happen going forward without engaging in it himself, as the risk was too high now.

His weekly duels with Ailin would end after just a single week. Which he was regretful for, except that if he dueled her now, it wouldn’t even be close. Fighting her previously had left him with a lot of places he could kill her if he pushed, but he never had.

It was her own movements and abilities that’d helped him grow as a fighter, but he’d never really been in danger.

Now, with his recent growth, it wouldn’t be fruitful.

Oh well.

***

Ash walked up to the point where the wall had closed in on itself, hiding Hwa-Ran away.

He walked with his left hand behind his waist, moving with confidence that Ash hadn’t felt only the other day. After having opened his upper Dantian, discovered what that truly meant for himself and his Dao, his confidence and self-assuredness had come back.

After having been blinded by being lost in his feelings and emotions of inadequacy, he’d only now realized how shortsighted he’d felt in his own world. There wasn’t much he could do about the situation, other than to keep working.

Keep pushing.

To keep moving forward and trying to achieve the small goals he put in front of himself, to build them into larger ones. Because if he stepped back and looked at the larger one, he often lost himself in it.

All he could do was keep on, keeping on.

That meant seeking out Hwa-Ran now because they would need her. Need her to work within the Divine Cult. Because, regardless of how strong Ash was or became, he didn’t intend to remain here in the Divine Cult’s mountain range.

That meant he’d need to leave someone here in the future, and that someone was Hwa-Ran.

Provided she was alive and not dead in her safe space.

For all he knew, she’d somehow perished in the time since he left.

Pressing on the same positions and reaching into it with his Qi, Ash carefully unlocked her hideaway.

When he felt it unlock, he realized he was holding his breath. Pressing his fingers into the edge, he pulled the hideaway door open. Letting it swing open away from the wall a good three feet.

Upon seeing the inside, he let his breath out.

Hwa-Ran was lying in the bed where he’d put her, staring vacantly at the interior’s ceiling. He couldn’t tell if she was dead or not, but the way her gaze was empty gave him pause. Her lack of breathing was also deeply concerning.

Not waiting around, Ash clambered up into her safe space and pulled the door shut from a handle on the interior wall. Because if she were alive, he didn’t want to reveal her hiding place to the world.

“Hwa?” Ash whispered as the door shut, locked, and settled into place.

Moving to where she was on the far wall, he looked around a bit. To see if anything had changed since he’d seen her last.

The toilet bucket had shifted positions; there were signs she’d eaten and drunk, as well as read a book or two. Things were moved from where he’d seen them last.

She hadn’t immediately died upon his leaving.

The space seemed somehow smaller this time, but that was just a feeling of his own creation.

Reaching the Young Demon, he found she was lying in her blanket as if she’d woken up, died, and hadn’t moved since then. Her body was unmoving.

Squatting next to her, he looked at her face.

As he stared at her, she took a long, slow, shuddering breath in, held it longer than he expected, and exhaled. Only to lie unmoving again.

“Oh, you’re not dead,” Ash murmured and reached out with a hand, laying it on her stomach. He reached into her with his Qi to try to feel around inside of her.

That perhaps she was in a state of Qi deviation or something else. Maybe he could assist her and move her back to the normal world.

Only to find her Dantian was empty.

Devoid of Qi, and she was locked in some sort of graveyard turn.

A death spiral where she couldn’t break free of trying to accomplish something in her Dantian, yet was also unable to finish it due to a lack of Qi.

Now that he was sensing her Dantian, as well as the area around himself, Ash realized that this whole area was completely devoid of Qi. There wasn’t much moving past at all.

A minimal amount, some you could find anywhere, really, but not the normal amount.

Not what Ash had come to expect from the Divine Cult mountains.

Yet, as he paid attention to it, Ash realized that it wasn’t even that much. What was floating around was orderly Qi. The type of thing he’d draw upon if he was part of the Orthodox.

Not what he’d use if he was part of the Divine Cult.

The problem was that normal Qi could be used by the Divine Cult, but it didn’t exactly have the same results or effects. It generally didn’t have the same type of response to a Demonic Cultivator’s abilities or uses.

“Or in this case… trying to use it to feed your Furnace,” Ash murmured, suddenly getting an idea of what had happened to Hwa-Ran.

As well as why the Heavenly Demon might’ve been angry.

If one or both of his sons were attempting to kill Hwa-Ran by getting her stuck in Qi-deviation, he might have found that dishonorable.

Hwa-Ran had mentioned she’d killed her older siblings and that those siblings had been killing younger siblings. It was entirely possible that the Heavenly Demon expected his heirs to fight, or indirectly fight through others, to achieve their place.

Using something like causing Qi Deviation might possibly be outside of what he was comfortable with as ‘honorable’. That perhaps they were working in concert to cause this situation, and it was why Hwa-Ran had been hidden for longer than Ash had expected.

I wonder if one supplied the information and the other the manpower.

Hm. Well. Looks like… I’ll just help her furnace along.

Lifting his hand from her middle Dantian, he instead placed his hand atop her lower Dantian.

What had been more like the interior of a volcano when he’d looked into her last time.

It looked a lot like a crater with nothing but an empty hole rather than a volcano. She was indeed suffering from some sort of Qi Deviation, though Ash wasn’t quite sure of what it was.

Locke Sheng, darling pretty thing, I feel like I should just jump-start her Dantian.

Concerns?

Thoughts?

Counters?

“None. I think it’s a type of Dantian… Deviation. That perhaps she was doing something, or shaping something, and got locked into it. She can’t start, can’t stop, can’t finish.

“I hate it when we get interrupted, and we can’t finish. Makes me crazy. I can’t imagine being stuck in whatever this fugue is for more than a few minutes.”

Yes.

You’re very much the kid who ate the candy immediately rather than waiting for the next day to get double.

“I eat your candy daily. Hourly, if you let me. I’m hungry? Punish me? Tee hee?”

Ash had no idea why Locke was in a bit of a tizzy for sex right now, but he wouldn’t leave her hanging. After he got Hwa-Ran settled and he had a chance, he’d go tend to his partner.

Because even if Ash ended up the strongest person in existence, Locke would be just as strong and right beside him.

His loss of Tala and Moira as companions was weighing on him more than just the fact that the others couldn’t be here. More so now that he had opened his upper Dantian.

Everyone who wanted to come with him would also need to have their own realization.

Their upper Dantian ideation that would merge with their Dao.

Tala and Moira technically lacked those things.

They couldn’t proceed further.

Focusing his mind on the situation at hand, Ash grasped hold of the sense of Hwa-Ran’s lower Dantian and locked it in a vice-like grip of his Qi and mental ability.

He felt a momentary flutter of resistance before it collapsed on itself.

No sooner had Hwa-Ran surrendered control to him than Ash opened up his reserve of Qi to her.

Her Furnace was filling with dense, pure Qi in large volumes.

Rushing into her in a similar way as one might imagine someone pulling a massive drain in the ocean.

Torrential downpour into a limited space.

Hwa-Ran’s furnace sputtered under the flood of colorless Qi.

Followed by a rumble inside of her, the Qi became a bright orange and yellow color.

Then boiling wildly as Ash dumped ever more Qi straight into her Dantian. Filling and flooding her with ‘fuel’ for her Furnace.

In his mind, Ash saw it as a firepit running on coals. Coals and a flickering orange light on the edge of burning out, but not quite.

Suddenly receiving an influx of dried-out newspaper and sawdust.

Let’s really kickstart her.

Ash used his other hand to pat her lower abdomen.

And again.

And then endlessly.

Attaching more and more chains by the second, he was trying to empty his Qi Sea into her Furnace. His own Qi Sea was massive now, given that he’d opened his upper Dantian. What he normally gained throughout the day just by existing was more than enough to force-feed every Bride to a constantly full state.

Hwa-Ran was the goal at the moment.

Ash continued to pat her lower abdomen with his left hand, his right pressed firmly between her breasts now.

Directly channeling Qi into her Furnace while also pumping it into her through his Bonds of Sheng.

Hwa-Ran’s eyes widened, and she suddenly began breathing normally. Her fingers curled into the mattress she lay upon, and her teeth clicked together with a small clack.

She wore a rictus that was partly a snarl on her face even as she weathered the tsunami of Qi Ash gifted her.

Slowly, her eyes tracked over to him and saw him.

Ash only grinned at her.

“Until you say stop, I’m going to assume you need more,” he said, meeting her gaze. “So do be a good friend, Hwa, and let me know when to stop. Or you might pop.”

She blinked and nodded once, even as her body began to tremble as her Furnace overflowed and began belching lava up her Dao pillar and into her middle Dantian.

Though Ash supposed that was also a ‘Furnace’ or other related term to an angry version of the Dantian.

Unable to help himself, he felt his grin grow wider.

“So what’s the middle Dantian called? Middle Furnace? More angry Furnace? Burninator? Volcano nine-thousand?” he asked even as Hwa shuddered, jittered, and quivered where she lay.

Her pale red eyes began to deepen in color, though they didn’t glow.

Surprisingly, he watched as they went from red to a deep, vibrant purple.

“Middle Rack?” suggested Ash even as Hwa-Ran’s grimace turned up at the corners of her mouth. He was obviously getting through to her, and she thought it was funny.

That… or she was thinking about hitting him as soon as she was done.

“I want a full explanation,” Hwa-Ran got out in a growled whisper.

Ash stared at her for several seconds, then snorted.

“You sure? Can’t go backward once I give you all the secrets,” he warned her.

“Everything,” she demanded.

“Well then. You just listen for now, and I’ll talk,” Ash murmured. “I didn’t just leave the lower realm… I conquered it. My formal title is Lord Sheng. Everything I said was true, but… played down. So, the full truth then…”
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“—then I left the Orthodox city and came this way,” Ash finished with a chuckle. “Now you see, it’s more or less the same story. I just… hid my origins, downplayed my power, and the resources at my disposal.”

“And you broke through to an Immortal Refiner,” Hwa-Ran stated, still lying down, still looking up at him. But no longer shivering. Now she seemed perfectly fine. “Broke through while my father interrogated your shadows.”

“I did indeed,” Ash confirmed with a soft chuckle. “I… it’s very different. I didn’t realize the power difference between the two. It isn’t just a flat power curve; it’s understanding. It’s awareness.”

“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t broken through yet,” confessed Hwa-Ran while staring up at Ash. “Though my father has said something similar previously. I just… I didn’t… you did it while he was interrogating you? Really?”

Laughing, Ash nodded his head.

“Yes. He was trying to figure out if I had betrayed the Divine Cult to the Orthodox to get Divine Spirits or your brothers killed,” Ash murmured. One of the few things he hadn’t told Hwa-Ran was the truth of that one. That he really had betrayed the Divine Cult. That he’d done what he had to try and make the road smoother for Hwa-Ran.

Apparently, Hwa-Ran wasn’t stupid.

She was staring at him, watching him. Likely contemplating if she wanted to know if he had, or hadn’t, done such a thing.

“Did you?” she asked finally.

“Do you want to know?” Ash offered back as a question.

“I… think I do,” affirmed Hwa-Ran.

“I did. I have a contact in the Orthodox. I gave them all the future-facing military contact points that my people and my information network could put together,” Ash admitted immediately. “The results were immediate. Two Divine Spirits are dead, no one is the wiser, and your brothers each caught some heat.

“I see no reason to listen to anything the Heavenly Demon says if I don’t have to. I have no respect for him as a person or a leader. Fear only works so long as the benefits don’t outweigh the fear, and if every response from him is ‘I break it’ then the fear drops.”

Hwa-Ran’s eyebrows twitched, then she smiled at him, watching him for a long pause before she sighed.

“You’re mad at him because he beat me. You’re mad at him for failing as a father,” guessed Hwa-Ran. Which she was right about, of course. “You see the Divine Cult as a bunch of thuggish brutes all posturing to one another with only the threat of violence keeping each other in check.

“It’s not that. Not any of that. Not entirely, at least.

“My father is the Heavenly Demon first, a leader second, and a father third. He can’t afford to be anything else. If he falters for a moment, a Divine Spirit or one of his children could rise up and take his seat.”

“And everyone wonders why the Divine Cult is stuck in the mountains,” Ash said with a smirk. “It isn’t the Qi, it’s the lifestyle. The mountain range is likely the maximum range that can be ruled within a few days of travel to enforce that leadership.

“It’s not something that could survive beyond the bounds of normal communication because those below aren’t trusted by those above. The rules and laws are might-makes-right, without any structure.

“And before you call me an Orthodox stooge, I don’t think the way they were handling it was much better, but there were at least channels for things to flow and follow. It wasn’t all corruption and strength.

“I think perhaps your father doesn’t understand that he’s the one who sets the expectation from the top. He has to rule downward with what he expects others to do and hold them to those standards.

“In fact, I’d bet… I’d bet there were previous Heavenly Demons that did it better as well as worse. When the entirety of the situation is predicated upon a lone person’s complete will, their abilities, or lack thereof, denigrate the full ability of the nation. Or Cult.

“If the Divine Cult could foster some type of rule system that allowed its members to exist without being murdered by those below, you could expand the Cult. I wouldn’t dare to believe the strongest individual wouldn’t be the leader, but they’d need a system beneath them that could be leveraged to expand their strength.

“I myself have Realm Lords whom I trust and trust me. I already have four of them, in fact. Since we’re being completely honest, my goal is to subjugate the Divine Cult, put you at the top of it, and make you my Realm Lord.

“You or Eun-Yu. She seems to have completely thrown herself into my camp, and I see no reason not to utilize her effectively. I could increase her power by a significant margin right now, and given the fullness of time, make her equivalent to the current Heavenly Demon with some caveats.”

Hwa-Ran blinked rapidly at that, then slowly sat up. She eyed him for a breath, then looked away. She seemed deeply bothered by the conversation.

“If it makes you feel better, I need to subjugate the Orthodox and Unorthodox Path as well. They’ll be easier to handle as I can just install City Lords that roll up to a Realm Lord and let them handle all that. I’d likely need an odd number of Realm Lords with a true ‘Realm Lord’ who sat above all of them,” Ash explained.

He didn’t mention the fact that once it started to get that deep, he knew for a fact that there would be some corruption and chaos the further it got away from him.

Except he didn’t have a better idea on how to handle that, other than to put in some pretty strict rules, penalties, and use the Brides as an investigative branch with specialized powers.

There was no way to solve these things, only mitigate them.

“You’re telling me to swear myself to you, or you’ll eliminate me and give it to Eun-Yu and break the bloodline,” Hwa-Ran whispered. She sounded crushed in a way.

“Bloodline?” Ash asked, then shook his head. He realized they were treating the Heavenly Demon like a king, so his bloodline mattered. It likely had existed for a while. “As to asking you to swear yourself… yes and yet no. I do not have aspirations to tell the Divine Cult to change or anything like that. I don’t want to alter them or make them different. In fact, I don’t want to change a damn thing with them.

“Them remaining where they are today makes it easier to point the Orthodox at them later as the enemy and just force a stalemate. A unified enemy that they don’t want to fight but will watch together.

“So, I’d plant you into the seat as the Heavenly Demon, tell you, ‘please don’t invade the Orthodox, I won’t let them invade you either,’ then leave. I have other things I must accomplish. I still need to kill the Emperor and take control of the last realm. The upper realm.”

Hwa-Ran’s mouth opened when she turned to look at him again. Then she closed it and shook her head. She looked even more confused.

“The Emperor,” she repeated, her head tilting to the side. “And… I see what you mean. Then-then I would ask you to please help me take the title of Heavenly Demon. I will… ensure that the Divine Cult doesn’t invade.”

Ash noted she didn’t promise to become his Realm Lord, but he could accept what she’d said for now.

“Yes, the Emperor. He did send me to prison, and the system he set up was destroying the realms. Heaven itself was running low on souls as the cycle of rebirth had been halted. I’ve reopened that, though it took some doing.

“Especially with the One True Emperor’s shade nearly killing me. Then the damn man who nearly killed the One True Emperor. He was a nasty little rat-fuck. I should’ve turned his corpse into flesh-confetti, but I dumped it into an ocean I own. Fed the fish. Now he’s fish poop.”

Hwa-Ran’s purple eyes widened, and she was gazing at him in a way that made him feel like something he’d said had given her pause.

“I told you I took over the realms,” he said defensively. He’d meant it. “I have the lower realm, which was once just one part of the middle realm. I took the prison realm, which was once the Upper realm, and I found the disconnected lower realm that’d been sealed off and connected that back in as well.”

“Lord Sheng isn’t you just stroking your ego,” she whispered breathlessly. “You’ve… you have the ring? Do you have the ring? His ring? The One True Emperor’s?”

Ash frowned, then held up his left hand and allowed the hidden effect of the ring to fail. It became visible to outsiders.

Hwa-Ran let out a shivering breath and just about hunched into herself.

“I also have the seal,” Ash murmured and retrieved the seal of the One True Emperor. It was a massive rectangle with a golden top and bottom, which was more like a small computer tower in many ways. The interior and sides were pure jade with a lot of characters inscribed across their surfaces. Given the way the characters were lined up, they could be read in multiple directions and ways. “I have sat upon the throne of the One True Emperor while wearing the ring and holding the seal. I was recognized by the shade of the One True Emperor, though not approved, and the remnants of the Palace Guard now protect me when I’m in the capital. I am Lord Sheng, the inheritor of the One True Emperor.

“How… did you know about the ring, though?”

Ash had more or less forgotten entirely about his conversation with her regarding the Divine Cult.

When it came to the One True Emperor, Ash had always felt a pull.

A connection.

That this was the cleanest and clearest way to increase his momentum as well as his power. When the One True Emperor’s reign ended due to a divine plague, the whole of the Heavens and the Realms had come to a deathly halt.

Hwa-Ran had stopped breathing and was just staring at the seal. Her hands were clutching one another as if she could barely contain herself.

“May I touch it?” she asked, her purple eyes moving to him.

“That’s fine,” Ash allowed and held it out toward her, but didn’t release it. He wasn’t about to let go of something that’d been that hard to take from its previous owner.

“I know about the ring, because my bloodline is the last of the Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale,” Hwa-Ran whispered as her fingers slid across the seal. Her fingertips pressed into the characters, tracing them with her fingernails. “The One True Emperor fled after the Lord Emissary attempted to kill him. His ring was given to his eldest son, who took up residence in the new lower realm to become its Realm Lord.

“His fortifications were destroyed, and he was slain even before the One True Emperor had made it to this realm. The new middle realm. When he arrived here and sent people to confirm, they ambushed the messenger and followed them here.

“The One True Emperor was chased out of the plains and into the very heart of this mountain range. He… he found a people here in the valleys between the peaks. A people who had hidden themselves away and fought so that the strongest would lead their people. No one else would ever lead except whoever was strongest.”

Ash was completely captivated by the story now. He was paying attention, deeply invested, and wanted to know more. This felt like the answer to so many questions that he hadn’t ever expected to be able to get.

Answers to questions that would’ve been generations removed and lost to time.

“After that, he found a woman who was akin to his own heart. He wed her, lived among them, and took their culture as his own,” whispered Hwa-Ran, seeming to recall what she’d heard, known, and read, and summarizing it in a simple way. He could tell from the way she was speaking. Slow, deliberate, but also leaving things out. “He had many children. Many. With his wife, as well as two others whom he took as women.

“Then… then those who had killed his eldest son, those who killed the messenger and chased him from the Orthodox plains came again. They killed his wife. Killed many of his children but ultimately failed to exterminate his lineage.

“They wounded him gravely, both in spirit and as a mortal, but they didn’t kill him. They enraged him. They took from him almost everything at every turn.

“These people had worked with the Lord Emissary, in fact. Stealing people’s lives and working to turn them into weapons. The One True Emperor opposed them at every turn and worked to end them. That made him a target for them.

“Then… then a plague… came. We don’t know the details, but it wiped out everything. It killed everyone.”

“Yes,” Ash agreed, nodding his head, his gaze drifting away from the purple-eyed Hwa-Ran to the wall beside them. It all made almost too much sense now. “I know who you’re talking about. They were working against the Emperor. Me as well, in fact.

“I’ve captured and killed many. It’s aggravating to block their attacks because I tend to convert some of them to Qi. It always feels greasy. You can feel the lives taken to power it.

“The plague we managed to cure with a lot of work from my personal Qi Healer and a lot of research. It took time, but… it’s done. I also nearly killed the deity that set the plague loose on the land. That’s done, too.”

Hwa-Ran let out a hiccupping breath and then shuddered.

“You’re his true inheritor,” she breathed out as if it were a secret. “I have to take you to him. I have to take you to him now.”

“Who, your father? No, thank you. I only just escaped him the other day,” complained Ash.

“No… the One True Emperor. I have to take you to him. He needs to meet you. His true inheritor,” Hwa-Ran stated.

As if it didn’t shatter Ash’s entire worldview.

She spoke as if the One True Emperor yet lived. That he was still among the living.

“He died long ago, didn’t he?” Ash asked, feeling like the answer wasn’t going to be something he could handle. Regardless of what she answered with, he probably couldn’t handle the answer.

If he were dead, Ash could visit the tomb and get closure.

If he were alive, it meant everything Ash had thought and worked for was somehow slightly off.

That he wasn’t the One True Emperor and didn’t sit on the throne as a lord, but as an inheritor who usurped a throne that had a valid holder for the crown.

“He’s… not alive, nor dead,” Hwa-Ran answered and gave him an odd look. As if she weren’t sure how to explain it. Or perhaps that she didn’t want to explain it. “The Qi you’re feeling, all of this Demonic Qi, that covers our mountains and gives us the strength, the Divine Cult itself, is all founded on his rage.

“It is his Furnace that has shaped and molded the Qi so that we can use it. So that we can remain ready to fight the great enemy should they appear. If they come back.

“It’s his teachings that gave the Heavenly Demons their powers. Their abilities. It’s all… all from the One True Emperor. The origination point of our Divine Cult, our teachings, our beliefs. He sits at the heart of the tallest peak, in the center of the mountain range. He’s our origin. He cannot leave, he doesn’t yet live, but he can never die. His rage, his hatred, empower him and fuel him. Every… every few years, he can have a conversation, but it’s very rare. It also weakens everyone for a time when he does.”

Oh my shit.

This is all too much.

Locke, dear, darling, what the hell is this?

Can you sense him? Did we ever pass over an area that’d match that?

“I don’t think so. But if we did, and it was beyond us at the time, would we even know what to look for? Would we even be able to identify it?

“Or would it be more like an ant crawling around a biology book. It could be dancing along the line that reads ‘the mitochondria is the powerhouse of the cell’ and it wouldn’t mean anything.”

I hate you. That is so damn old. It’s from when I was in the old world, even.

“It really hit the modern world like a bomb. I dropped it in a Ren stream for funsies, and it’s taken off. As to… everything else… it really does explain a lot. It explains that these people have always been part of the problem from the beginning and that they never left.

“They just lost their preferred target, so they started going after the Emperor and whatever remained of the previous One True Emperor.”

“Come,” Hwa-Ran said and stood up immediately. “I must take you to my ancestor. Immediately. Even if he doesn’t respond, he must be told.”

“Sure, sure. I agree. But… maybe clothes?” Ash suggested to the very naked Hwa-Ran. “I don’t think your great-however-many-times-grandfather would like you showing up in the nude.”

It was the second time he’d seen the rather lovely young woman in all her glory in two weeks.

Hwa-Ran looked down at herself, grimaced, blushed, and then turned away toward a small dresser on the far wall.


Twenty-Eight

Hwa-Ran pulled a knife from a storage device, made a small cut on her palm, in the fleshy part, and then pressed the blood that welled up on the stone table in front of her.

She and Ash were standing in front of a cave entrance blocked by a massive stone door. It was thick, covered in enchantment scrivenings, carvings, and work he hadn’t seen before.

Yet he was familiar with all of it. It was easily ninety percent of the work he himself did, and he could read it cleanly. His extensive knowledge of it allowed him to read the parts he didn’t know and infer what they meant.

“To only open for those of the bloodline,” Ash murmured, translating all of it. “Though should someone not of the blood try… a trap goes off.”

Ash looked down at his feet and saw nothing there, but he could feel carvings beneath his feet. There was a large cavern sprawling out beneath them.

As Ash turned his attention to it, he felt everything that was originally hidden. Because whatever Hwa-Ran had done, though it hadn’t yet opened the door, had brought down a large number of defenses.

The entirety of this mountain was carved. All of it was taken to hand with a chisel and infinite patience. Where every single surface that was available, and quite a few that were shaped to become a large surface, were covered in enchantments, enhancements, and defensive workings.

This mountain was a sword and a shield at the same time.

And a Qi amplifier.

In the way that Ash often created structures that pulled in Qi from surrounding areas, the whole mountain did the same. Though it had a second purpose as well, which it was constantly performing.

This mountain drew in the normal Qi from all the surrounding areas. Qi that Ash expected any Cultivator could or would use. Brought it in, converted it to the angry and aggressive Qi that all Divine Cultivators used, and sent it back out.

This was the seat of everything that was the Divine Cult. To eliminate the Cult, one would need to annihilate this mountain.

It seems Hwa-Ran has indirectly accepted my proposal to become the Realm Lord and Heavenly Demon under my control. Because she wouldn’t be showing me this otherwise.

I could just drop a nuclear bomb on this place to blow up the mountain and then wait for the Divine Cult Qi to dissipate, then wipe them out.

“Well, that assumes she is even aware of the fact that you could do that, dear. You’re an extraordinary man to many people, but few actually understand how deep the river flows for you.

“You still haven’t punished me, by the way. Or rewarded me.

“As a form of disobedience, I brought in a batch of a thousand or so people from Eira’s ranks and made them all Divine Brides. So nyah.”

Ash felt his thoughts go still, only to be immediately replaced by annoyance and anger. He had briefly considered the fact that he hadn’t pulled on Locke’s leash, and he had expected her to act out accordingly.

He now had his answer.

I will very much punish you, Locke Sheng, you bad girl.

“Mm! Good, good, yes. Please, yes. My Divine Mountain is full of beavers that need to be run down and… stuffed. Won’t you man-handle and then stuff my beaver?”

Ash gritted his teeth and ground them together as the stone slab door slid into the ground.

“You can read the door,” Hwa-Ran whispered and looked back at Ash as the door slid away.

“It’s not that hard to read once you understand how it’s made. It’s not so much a language as its forms to inherit or channel power,” Ash murmured, then shrugged. “One of my Brides carved my bones and body for me recently. It’s why my power is stabilized and much greater than people of my own level.”

“Is that what you did to my Furnace?” asked Hwa-Ran as the door thumped into place, fully retracted.

I… that… huh.

Well.

Found a willing test subject, but I’ll need more.

“Already working on it! Dantian Carving. Talk about a new future. We’ve already set carvings to flesh and bone. Now the Dantian. I wonder if you could carve upon a Dao? Probably not.”

“It’s not, but I wouldn’t mind doing that for you, Hwa,” Ash answered and followed her when she went into the cave. He briefly wondered how far they’d have to go to find the One True Emperor.

The sensations Ash was getting back from the mountain were wild and intense. It seemed to flicker and wobble about. A heat haze was coming off of everything, which made it seem almost strangely hard to see through.

“How often have non-blood tried to enter? Is it a formal challenge ceremony to make sure all children are actually of the bloodline?” Ash asked.

“Yes, actually. Several days after birth, they’re all brought here to test. There was one failure near the start of the bloodline. Never again after that,” Hwa-Ran admitted, then turned as the interior of the cave turned, took ten more steps, and stopped.

Because they’d apparently arrived.

Sitting down in the center of this new room was a man as ancient as could be. With white hair that fell from his head and coiled about him upon the rough stone. His body was deeply emaciated, and he seemed almost little more than skin and bones. A few days away from starving to death.

Yet the power bleeding off of him was quite strong.

This was the One True Emperor indeed, though it was obvious to Ash that his strength wasn’t at the peak that it likely once was.

He didn’t seem to be as strong as the current Heavenly Demon.

“Great Ancestor,” Hwa-Ran intoned formally, bowing over her hands after pressing them together. “I’ve brought… I’ve brought… I… I don’t even know how to begin to say it.”

Ash stepped up beside her, bowed his head over his hands in the formal martial gesture he’d seen the Palace Guard often utilize. He hadn’t seen it anywhere else.

“I am Ashley Sheng, Lord Sheng, holder of the Seal of the One True Emperor, bearer of the Ring of the Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale,” Ashley stated and took a breath. When he did so the ancient man’s eyes snapped open and stared at him with a heavy weight. As if he had once been a blind man and had his sight restored. “I am he who sits upon the throne in the capital of the One True Emperor, he who has received the protection of the remnants of the Palace guard.”

The man who had been the One True Emperor was clearly aware of everything around him now. He was alert, awake, and most certainly alive. He was staring at Ash with wide eyes.

Ash just continued to speak. If this man was anything like the Shadow he’d left behind, he needed proof.

“I am he who has eliminated the plague that destroyed the Empire and found a cure,” Ash added, knowing that part of the man’s rage was most certainly with the plague that caused the whole problem. “I was able to unlock the emergency bunker for those who sought sanctuary there and reopened the realm completely. I am the one who slew the Lord Emissary and retrieved the great seal from his corpse.

“I received the acknowledgment from the Shade of the One True Emperor and granted it vengeance at the same time. I reopened the Heavens to the cycle of rebirth by reconnecting the realms together and laid low the deity who unleashed the plague upon the One True Emperor’s realm. I am Hwa-Ran’s supporter and will gladly make her the Heavenly Demon.

“I have battled those who use the sacrifices and lives of others to form attacks. I have thwarted their plans, killed men, captured others, and chased them out of the lower realm, as well as the upper realm. I am now here in the middle realm.”

Ash was using the original terms that the man would likely know.

“I seek to gain mastery over all the realms and reassert the rule of the One True Emperor once more,” Ash stated plainly. “I am he, and I greet my predecessor, the once One True Emperor. I would seek your blessing and permission to reunite the realms. I would invite you to be my advisor and steward if you are willing.”

Not leaving it at this, Ash summoned up the Seal and held it in front of himself with both hands.

Retrieved the remains of the Lord Emissary, which had been carefully set aside in the Hall and laid it out in front of the old man.

Finally, Ash held up his hand, bearing the ring that the One True Emperor had once worn.

“The ring was deeply damaged. It was hidden in a wall, in a duplicate of the buildings that I found in the Hall when I entered it,” Ash continued in a much softer voice. Because his son was lost wearing this. “I found no corpse, no bones, no skeleton. It is entirely likely that he hid the ring and escaped into the population to live a mundane life.

“The hall is rebuilt; the way has been remade. The foundations have been cleared, and I am the rebuilder.”

“You’ve… you’ve done all that I wished I could have,” whispered the man in a croak that sounded as ancient as the creation of the world. Unused, gritty, and struggling through muscles that no longer knew how to be used. His eyes had gone from the ring to the seal, to the corpse of the Lord Emissary. Only to go back to the ring. “And I’m glad that you found the ring… as you did. I hope my son lived and… and had children. I hope.

“My name is… it’s Tian Moxuan. That was my name as the One True Emperor.”

Tian… Cheon. It makes sense now.

Different culture, different expression, same thing.

The ancient old man was still staring at Ash, but then his eyes flicked to Hwa-Ran, and he stared at her. Seemingly just as shocked as he had been at Ash’s words.

“It would seem that a Royal Queen has been chosen,” he mumbled, to which Hwa-Ran didn’t seem to make a connection. The man chuckled and then huffed once. “Your eyes have taken on a purple hue. They are no longer red. Your Furnace burns.”

Ash didn’t quite know what to say about that. He had already said he wanted to make Hwa-Ran the Heavenly Demon. To make her the royal queen, as it were.

Perhaps Hwa-Ran just didn’t regard it in the same way.

“Lord Tian,” Ash interjected softly. “May I have your blessing as your successor? I have taken everything without your permission, but I believe I am suitable for it.”

The One True Emperor’s brown eyes, so light in color they almost had no color at all, shifted back to Ash.

“And if I stood up, grasped hold of the world as it is, and once more became what I was?” asked the original Heavenly Demon.

“Then we’d be battling for dominance,” Ash said and then shrugged. “It isn’t something I would like to do, but if that’s the situation, then I will do what I must. It’s really that simple. Though it would be regrettable, and it would easily push my plans backward by at least a decade. I had been hoping to springboard off this realm with the strength of the Divine Cult.”

The wolfish, terrifying smile Tian Moxuan gave Ash left him feeling as if he were staring down the visage of an old wolf. One that’d stalked prey their entire life and only stopped because they decided to build a pack.

“Good answer,” he hissed, then snorted. The shock the man had felt was obviously fading and being replaced with what felt like anger. Eternal anger at what’d happened to him. “I will acknowledge you as my successor. I formally bequeath and abdicate all in your favor, Lord Sheng, the One True Emperor. I have but one condition to set upon you for that, however.

“It’s a simple condition. Take Hwa-Ran as your Queen so that my bloodline will remain on the throne. If you do that, I will remain here, remain seated, abdicate, bequeath you all I own, and assist by making sure the Divine Cult has Qi to draw upon.

“I assure you, it’ll be even stronger than previously. I find myself suddenly motivated. Motivated to be angry enough to propel the Divine Cult to an even higher strength.”

“I accept,” Ash stated without consulting anyone. Taking Hwa-Ran as an imperial bride and having children with her wouldn’t be difficult for him. She was quite attractive and clearly intelligent. If anything, it was a bonus rather than a hindrance. “Gladly so.

“I will also offer you this. These are the notes I’ve taken, made, and experimented with for enchanting. Or scrivening. Whichever term you prefer. It works inside of stone if there’s a gap on the other side, bones, the Dantian, flesh. All of it.

“I’ve also included all the updated things that have come since then.”

Ash said it while pulling out transference papers to the effect of what he’d said. Locke was a dutiful partner and prepared transference papers for everything. Including his own skills and his updates.

“Transference papers,” whispered Tian Moxuan as he took them from Ash. He chuckled to himself. “Will you show me your Qi as well? And then… and then take myself and Hwa to the Vale?”

The Vale?

Hm.

I suppose that’s an appropriate name for the Hall, given their original name.

Yet once again… it’s all debts and relationships. All of it.

Every angle.

Ash pulled out a fragment of his hardened Qi from his palm. Formed it into a ball and held it out to Moxuan. Who took it with a puzzled look.

“You are not what I expected,” he whispered to himself and then laughed. “This is far more than what I hoped you would be. The difference between my hope and what you are seems to be the heavens themselves. Your upper Dantian is open as well.”

“It is,” agreed Ash. He felt nervous bringing the man into the Hall, but it was hard to say no, given that it had once been his own familial possession. He’d given it to his eldest son. “Are you ready to go?”

Tian Moxuan flexed his hand, and the Qi ball Ash had handed him vanished. In that same moment, Tian Moxuan morphed.

Changed.

His long hair was cut shorter and set into a ponytail along with a top-knot and device set through it. His body thickened, and he put on muscle rapidly. His eyes gained color, and his clothes shifted, altered, and became fitting for him.

He looked as old as Gen, but no longer ancient and wasting away.

Upon standing up, Ash found he was as tall as Ash was, and his energy had crystallized. It’d grown stronger, too.

“I, Tian Moxuan, the One True Emperor, abdicate to my son-in-law, Ashley Sheng. I bequeath to him all that I legally own and hold. He is my successor, and through his loins and my granddaughter’s womb shall the line continue,” the man said formally, pressed his hands together, then gestured to the side.

There was a loud clunk inside of Ash that made him flinch.

What followed that thump was a grinding noise that ran louder than a freight train at full speed across a long rail through a wild flatland. A clacking and whistling monstrosity of sound and fury.

Echoing endlessly.

Looking inward, Ash found his momentum had shifted.

Since the moment he’d set foot on this realm, his momentum had stalled and been slow. Working at high torque and low speed for so long that it felt terrifying to see it now.

It was burning with an extremely high rate of speed and growing. He could see and feel his momentum push up against the false Emperor’s and found he was now as large as the others.

Shen’s momentum was also there and was slightly larger than Ash’s or the false Emperor’s.

The Heavenly Demon’s momentum, which hadn’t been moving against Ash’s originally, now flipped and was working in tandem with Ash’s. Like two gears working in tandem to push more force down the axle.

My momentum sucked because my supposed power, as Lord Sheng, was running against the man who had held it originally. It makes sense.

Not waiting, Ash took hold of Hwa-Ran and Tian Moxuan and then pulled them into the Hall.

Appearing near the center, next to the original building, Ash found himself a bit surprised by the noise.

There were thousands of Brides and Knights moving about in every direction, sitting around, or holding conversations. He could feel them all, as this was his personal space in many ways.

“This is not the Vale,” whispered Tian Moxuan in a fractured whisper. “This is a god plane. But… it is the Vale. It is our original home. Just as it should be.”

The man had turned away from the massive numbers of Brides and Knights moving around and looked to the first building that Ash had found.

“I did fight that Deity you’ll remember. I forget his name. He had horns, caused the plague,” Ash stated. “I tore a piece of his divinity out and took it for myself.”

Hwa-Ran was wide-eyed and looking around in every which way. She stared hard at the vast number of Brides in their Weimaos scurrying around.

Then, as if someone blew a trumpet, the entirety of the Sheng space came to a halt.

Everyone turned to look at Ash as one. As if they’d all been told he was here in the exact same moment.

Before he could say or do anything, they all collectively performed the Sheng Salute he’d come up with for the new realm.

Then, more Brides and Knights appeared. The spaces that’d been empty vanished in a flash as more and more came.

“Lord Sheng!” came hundreds, thousands, of voices. All of them were praying, giving thanks, or sending Qi his way.

Tian Moxuan had turned around and was now eyeing the crowd.

“You cleared the capital?” he asked even as more and more people arrived. “I… would like to see it. Please. This is… There are too many people here.”

“Thank you, everyone,” Ash said, grasping the countless number of Bonds of Sheng and pushing at them with a great pulse of thankful Qi.

Locke, would you mind? I’ll be the anchor to bring them back. This is an opportunity to seal this relationship, though. Seal it and make it clean.

“Not at all, dear, not at all.”

Without wasting another second, Locke took hold of Tian Moxuan and Hwa-Ran and shoved them along through Sheng Space.

Ash couldn’t move as freely as everyone else could, unfortunately. He needed to remain here as he would be the return point to the Divine Cult’s mountain peak.

If he traveled to the capital, he’d have a much harder time returning to the mountain.

“Lord Sheng,” said a breathless Bride rushing up to him.

“Divine Bride Sisui,” Ash replied, having recognized her immediately from his Bond placed upon her.

“Yes! Yes. Lord Sheng, I am… yes. Divine Bride Sisui,” she said, sounding absolutely floored at his awareness of her. “Please! Please come… come to our convent. Please. Come. I must show you since you’re here and… you’re here. Please.”

Locke honey?

“It’s fine. The Palace Guard’s descendants are escorting Hwa-Ran and Moxuan. Chunhua and Hui are also moving with them to make sure everything goes well.”

“Please, Divine Bride Sisui, take me to your convent. Though to me it looks more akin to a castle mixed with a church,” Ash said.

“Yes, we studied many things from history from many realms. We are building many locations to preach your glory to all,” Sisui stated, then went to his side. “We will preach your name to all who would listen. Our Divine Brides grow. Those who cannot serve or lose their Dantian during your blessing become Acolytes and serve in that way. It is hard to reject you when your strength was too great for them to hold, yet they did not die.”

That’s a good point. None of them actually died.

That’s different.

I should investigate that to see if I can repair them like I did Shuang.

Or if there’s something different with their breakage that I could use as an attack?


Twenty-Nine

Ash froze as a loud, high-pitched single tone came from everywhere at the same time.

It felt as if it were actually inside his head, given how loud it was. That it was inside of his very thoughts themselves and left no room at all for him to think, let alone figure out what was going on.

Beside him, Hwa-Ran and Eun-Yu snapped into a type of attention. Their bodies were rigid, their eyes unfocused, and their pupils actually dilated.

“The hell is it? Are the Morlocks calling you guys to get eaten?” Ash shouted, his mind wandering even as he asked the question. The sound was absolutely piercing.

And then it cut off.

“We have to assemble for war,” Eun-Yu stated with absolute certainty. “We must all assemble to our positions for war.”

“Yes, we must assemble. Come. We’ll go to my mustering location with all our forces,” Hwa-Ran agreed and looked at Ash. She gave him a lopsided smirk.

Ever since discovering that Ash was the spiritual successor to the One True Emperor while she was the blood-borne one, and that they were now engaged in a way, she’d become even more friendly. Even more open and more like a normal person.

Though he hadn’t missed the fact that she treated everyone else the same way the Heavenly Demon or her brothers did. More so now that her eyes had turned purple, which she’d been called in by her father to explain yesterday.

A lot had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

Thankfully, nothing further had happened with the previous One True Emperor.

He’d enjoyed the tour, seemed even angrier than before, and sat right back where he had been previously. Very much the same, yet somehow even more focused.

“Alright,” Ash murmured and shrugged. He had no reason to assume anything else was going on, and realistically, a prearranged call to action wasn’t exactly a good thing, though.

Honestly, Ash was hoping it was just a drill and nothing more.

Hwa-Ran set off at a quick jog, Eun-Yu grabbed Ash by the cuff of his robe and started chasing after Hwa-Ran, pulling Ash along behind her.

Grinning, Ash didn’t fight Eun-Yu and just let her pull him along. She tended to be grabby, invaded his space, and generally stayed near him. At some point, she’d clearly decided she wanted him in her life and wasn’t going to let up.

Clearly in tune with his thoughts, Eun-Yu glanced back at him as she pulled him along. She was still wearing clothes similar to Siu’s and seemed to be figuring out color palettes she liked.

“I like the outfit today,” Ash offered with a grin, meeting her eyes.

Eun-Yu’s eyes widened slightly, then she grinned at him. She released the cuff of his sleeve and grasped his hand instead. Her fingers dug into his as if he might push her hand away, and she kept jogging along.

“You apparently gave her courting gifts. Or as she sees it. I can’t remember if she used the word Yemul or Hahm but it was one of those. She used a number of new words when we talked. It didn’t quite translate as well as it should, but it wasn’t too far off.

“I didn’t discourage it, and neither did Siu. We’ll need Divine Cult Brides at some point to make sure we have a better force to pull from. Eun-Yu and Hwa-Ran work really well as starting points.

“Tee hee. Oopsie doo? You didn’t punish me enough, and I’m going to be a brat until you take care of my needs?”

Woman, I kept you occupied for three hours.

“Not enough? In the words of Siu, oh me oh my? Maybe I wasn’t clear enough. I need your meat to stuff my sausage casing. Got it? Need more. Put out already. You prissy thing.”

Ash blinked several times, quite unsure how to take Locke’s teasing, then just wrote it off to pregnancy. Since she’d revealed that to him, he’d noted some fairly wild shifts in her emotions and feelings at times.

Before Ash could register it, they’d moved out of the Young Demon’s pavilion, and Eun-Yu jerked him into the sky. Pulling him along behind herself regardless of his assistance.

Siu joined him in the next moment, flying through the air next to him. Her pink bubble wrapped around him tightly.

She reached out and touched him once, and he felt a dousing of his thoughts and emotions. Leaving him with the cool-steel mind that he always felt when she drained him like that.

He enjoyed the feeling immensely.

Siu lifted one of her fans, flicked it open, and held it before her face. As she did so, the pink bubble that surrounded them reshaped itself. An odd teardrop shape that curved upward and in front of Hwa-Ran.

The wind rushing past them died away, and Ash suddenly felt the pressure decrease significantly.

“Thank you, Siu,” Ash stated, holding her gaze as she peered at him over her fan. She refused to let her power touch anyone but him, but she’d learned to make it work regardless of that.

She said nothing, but watched him nonetheless.

As they approached the outer edge of the mountain range, Ash saw that a massive force of Divine Cultivators was arrayed in the plains beyond the foothills. Laid out in formations that were pre-determined and practiced every so often.

There was a much emptier space near the front, and Ash already knew that’s where they would be going.

Hwa-Ran’s Furnace had been damaged for so long that while she’d defended her position, just barely, she also hadn’t been able to grow her forces. She was at a significant disadvantage even now. She was critically lacking in manpower, forces, and resources.

At least it’s something fixable.

Unlike a personality or someone’s mentality, this, too, can be changed and addressed.

Ash landed with a thump between Siu and Eun-Yu. Hwa-Ran was directly in front of him.

To the right were both of her brothers, each with their own columns of Divine Cultivators. The numbers each one had were significantly larger than Hwa-Ran’s own. Six or seven times larger, at the bare minimum, from what Ash could see.

It was very possible that it was significantly more.

To the left was the Heavenly Demon, with the remaining Divine Spirits behind him. There were still two open positions, but they were likely to be filled soon.

More than likely filled by Eun-Yu and Ash. There was no one else strong enough who could take the role without losing it immediately to someone else challenging them for it.

Might made right in the Divine Cult.

It also dictated firm meritocracy, though, because if you couldn’t hold the position, you’d lose it. There were no positions given for the sake of appearances or otherwise, since they were likely to be lost to others.

Ash understood why everyone had been summoned, though.

Directly across from them, at a significant distance, however, was an opposing force.

From this distance, he couldn’t tell if they were Orthodox or not, but he got the impression that’s what they were. Orthodox members were here to attack the Divine Cult.

For one reason or another, it seemed they wanted to engage the Divine Cult directly right now. Perhaps that civil war Ash had heard about was already over.

Maybe Shen had cleaned it up far faster than anyone expected him to.

The man certainly wasn’t incompetent and knew how to use his abilities. Knew how to use his powers to great effect. His awareness of his abilities and how they worked in the world was pretty high.

He just happened to be Ash’s enemy because the man was seeking to claw his way to the top. Ultimately, it was a near-similar position to what Ash was after, so it put them at odds.

Though right now, at this juncture, it was Shen’s forces vs the Heavenly Demon’s.

Ash watched the enemy line, trying to get an idea of what was going on. What they were doing, or what they were intending. Somehow, he wanted a hint or a clue that’d give him the chance to glean an intention of what they were doing.

What they were planning.

“Dark Sovereign!” called a voice that Ash recognized after a slight delay. Surprisingly, somehow, it was Shen. Shen was here in the flesh.

There was one person out in front of the group who seemed to be standing there as if they were exactly where they were supposed to be. They were destined to be in that exact spot in front of the gathered Orthodox army.

The entire situation, and the fact that Shen was here, left Ash with an ugly, dark feeling.

His entire goal had been to come here to take over the Divine Cult to leverage it to take over the realm, since the Orthodox had fallen into a civil war over Shen.

That meant Shen had either finished up that civil war or decided that the Divine Cult was more of a problem than it originally was thought to be.

“Random Orthodox bastard,” said the Heavenly Demon with a smirk. Ash knew without having to be told that they were using Qi to project their voices across such a distance. Infusing the words and pushing them out in a similar way to how Chunhua and Rou did it.

Yet not the same at all.

But with sheer power instead.

I want to try it and see if I can’t do that.

“You make me scream out when you use full power, dearest. My love. Father to the child growing in me.”

There was a momentary blank spot in Ash’s short-term memory at the statement from Locke. A sudden fleeting emotion that he was actually missing out on his daughter’s life while he was out here attempting to wrangle the realms into order.

His daughter with the Langye princess was growing.

He kept up to date about her life through the Brides around her, but that was different than actually being there.

She had likely taken many of her firsts, and Ash had only seen her for a few days.

“—destroy you and the entirety of your false religion,” Shen called out.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t… mean… I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, Princess Ju does a good job of keeping your name in your daughter’s mind. She’s shown her portraits and pictures of you often.”

“Cute. You may leave now, random Orthodox bastard,” declared the Heavenly Demon with a wave of his hand. Projecting a great deal of Qi with the dismissal and his words. It was thick and didn’t cut off immediately. It radiated outward like waves crashing upon the Orthodox. Ash could feel the momentum of it. The strength of the words and the expectation. The Qi carried a will with its words. “Or I’ll show you why your predecessors never set foot in our territory!”

As the sound and Qi traveled, it was clear that it struck Shen and his forces like a blow. Shen took a step back from the pressure of it.

Then he lashed out at the Qi directly in front of him.

Oh shit no.

In the span of a millisecond, the distance between Shen and the Heavenly Demon went up in a massive flame. The Qi itself was burning as if it were dry kindling dropped into a wood stove that was crackling merrily.

With a whoosh that was audible, the angry Qi of the Divine Cult started to go up in flames as well. As if the whole of the territory would burn down.

In that single microcosm of time, the momentum of the situation had flipped. The best mental image Ash had was a dam being blown out by a massive bomb.

From holding back an extensive amount of water to all of it rushing forward in a flash flood. One that would wipe everything out along its path.

Oh shit!

No!

Ash grasped out with his senses, with who he was as the new One True Emperor, as Lord Sheng, and Ashley Sheng, the man who leashed momentum as his Dao. He tried to draw in the Qi from the surroundings and pull it all into himself and the Hall.

To smother Shen’s Qi-burning fire with a complete lack of it and end this before the whole mountain went off like a fireworks factory. Given how the momentum had flipped, Ash couldn’t be certain that the peak where Tian Moxuan was actively converting Qi with his fury would be safe.

There was a fractured moment in time where Ash was too late.

Too late, and the entirety of the mountain range was already burning.

As well as a single second when he was just in time and smothered the whole of it.

Shooting out the wick on a lit candle as it fell into a pool of kerosene.

All the Qi he’d torn from the surrounding areas had been used to shift the momentum of the situation, the flow of time, backward a single step.

It’d also cost Ash a portion of his Qi Sea.

Unlike when he’d reverted the death of his companions, this wasn’t as obvious that he’d done something. It’d just looked as if the world was burning one moment, and then not the next. The flames that covered the whole mountain range were put out, and were no more than a mirage.

Except for the Heavenly Demon.

While Ash had focused on stopping the situation before it began, he hadn’t been able to reverse everything that’d happened.

More specifically, the Heavenly Demon had burned with Shen’s Qi fire for a second.

A single second.

Yet it looked as if he’d been cooked for much longer in an oven.

His hair was burnt to a crisp, he was partially hunched over, and his skin was red and dark. A deep sunburn that would leave someone in agony for days.

He was alive, though, power was still coming off of him, but it was obvious he was deeply wounded.

Before Shen could follow up, Ash strode out in front of the Divine Cult’s forces.

As he went, he summoned up his Qi-limbs and began propelling himself as a spider would.

Smoothly, with confidence and competence, Ash began driving himself straight for Shen.

Shen’s ability was god-like in its completeness.

If anyone used Qi near him or around him, or if he could land a touch on them, then he could burn them from the inside out.

Literally and figuratively.

Ash, on the other hand, had no element, no taint or trace of anything else. His Qi was as pure as what could be found anywhere in the realms.

There was nothing to burn.

If Shen was the strongest ability user by virtue of his lethality, Ash was the silver bullet.

Stopping at about halfway, Ash took in a breath, empowered himself in the way the Heavenly Demon had, and then spoke to the Orthodox army.

“This is the Divine Cult’s mountain range. Your action is an act of war,” Ash declared. “If it is war you wish, then remain. If it’s not, then leave. It will not be tolerated further, Shen.

“Last time I beat you in a spar, this time I’ll kill you and pull your heart out. Then hand it over to someone who’s been patiently waiting for it.”

Last time… Qi Thorns gave him a lot of problems.

I wonder if he developed a counter for that or just relied on his ability as it was and never looked back.

I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the latter.

That’s what you’d expect from a story-book hero like him. Just ever moving on and abandoning the base behind him for a new one. At least… that’s what my memory tells me.

“I don’t know. Sometimes the tropes you have in your head don’t match reality. Memory is a weird thing. A very weird thing.”

“Ashley Sheng,” called Shen, who began moving out of the Orthodox army. “It took me a long while to remember you. A long while. There are only two people in all of the Realms who have embarrassed me; you’re one of them.”

“The other was your mother, who thought you were shit running down her leg instead of a live birth, right?” Ash called back. “I’m sure she feels bad about bringing over the chamber pot to catch you. Did you end up face-first in her night-soil?”

There was a collective inhale of breath that Ash could hear from the Orthodox as Shen began rushing toward him. His hands were moving about him in wild movements as if he were summoning something.

Do we even bother to call you a martial spirit anymore? I mean… you have this weird peek-a-boo teleport style of fighting that just makes people crazy.

“I mean… that’s a good point,” Locke answered with a laugh. “I suppose we’ll find out. If he’s stupid enough to attack you. Because that—”

Locke didn’t get to finish her statement as Shen was now throwing balls of fire at Ash. Large things that moved through the air at a flat arc. There was no drift up or down in it.

If Ash didn’t redirect, block, or take the hit, it’d go right on by and into the ranks of the Divine Cult.

Without even thinking about it, Ash swung at the incoming attacks while spinning to the side, then looping his body around as if he were throwing it back out.

Each of the heavy projectiles felt like a very heavy medicine ball clapping into his palms. They left him feeling as if his hands were tingling, which caused him more and more distress.

More pain with each redirection.

By the eighth, Shen had realized that his attacks weren’t actually stopping Ash and were in fact coming back toward him. There was a look of surprise and panic on his face as the projectiles he created were sent right back at him.

Only to shift to the side, dodge, and utilize a movement ability. Some type of movement art that let him cover a short distance in a strange flickering fire.

He appeared outside the range of all the projectiles as they tore past him at high speed.

Ash attached the chains to himself that’d been created by him redirecting the attacks. Leaching away the Qi they were made with and letting it blend and pool inside his own.

That burning fire did absolutely nothing to him. The lethal projectiles were screaming toward Shen at full speed.

To Ash, Shen, and others who were also at a high level of Cultivation, it was something they could follow. To anyone in the middle ranks or below, the actions were likely moving too fast for them to watch or understand.

Which was why, when all those Qi attacks Shen launched struck the Orthodox forces, it decimated a large number of the middle ranks.

Catching multiple tens of people in Shen’s fire and burning them to nothing but ash and bone fragments. It even spread to other people and leapt about in several jumps before guttering out.

“What, I could redirect your attack, but you couldn’t even deflect it yourself? You let your people take it?” Ash called out, projecting his voice through Qi. “That’s about right for you, isn’t it? Always burning everyone who follows you, or leaving them for dead. Like Xiaohui. I found her right where you left her. Saved her. Put her back together.

“You left such a treasure of a woman behind, like she was nothing, because she didn’t fit your needs in that moment. Just like the Orthodox force behind you, burning even now.

“Come, Shen. Let’s have a match. I do hope you remember this moment, though, because if I have my way, it’ll be one of your last.”


Thirty

Preparing for the fight, Ash blocked anyone from sending him Qi.

Blocked everyone from attempting to send anything his way, as well as making sure his Bonds of Sheng went dormant. He also blocked the few chains that existed in the world to those people Ash wanted to keep an eye on.

Because a fight with Shen was like battling a poison or the flu. It could spread easily if he didn’t take steps in advance to make sure it didn’t propagate itself.

He had a great many people to protect.

Ash didn’t wait for Shen to engage but rushed toward the man instead. The Qi-limbs made short work of the remaining distance as he moved forward. As he moved, Ash summoned up two Butterfly-swords and extended Qi-platforms from his boots.

Then sharpened them.

At this point, he was more akin to a living, breathing Qi weapon than a Cultivator. One that could move in ways that he found Cultivators just couldn’t predict.

Rushing down on his opponent, Ash found Shen was staring at Ash with hatred and confidence. He didn’t seem to care at all that a portion of his people, even now, were burning to death from his own powers.

Much as he’d discarded Hui, Shen didn’t give a damn for those who followed him.

Sticking two of his Qi-limbs down right in front of Shen, Ash baited an attack on them. People tended to slash out at them at least once to find out how solid they were.

If he could bait out an attack, threaten a counter, and get Shen to pull out his Martial Spirit, or something else, he’d be ahead in getting the man to start burning through his Qi.

Because Ash’s greatest weapon was his own lethality, his Dao, and his incredibly deep Qi Sea and reserve.

Before Shen had even summoned a weapon, attacked with a hand, or moved with an ability, Ash was flipping the rear of his construct over. Doing a somersault in a way where the rear Qi-limbs came up and over the top as Shen got fixated on the two that’d been planted in front of him.

Ash twisted his head around and craned his neck to look at Shen as the Qi-construct rotated around.

As Ash predicted, Shen lashed out at the two Qi-limbs that’d been stuck into the ground in front of him. He was using a large two-handed ringed saber.

The weapon, which was clearly an artifact with how it felt as it cut through Ash’s Qi-limbs, parted the limbs easily. Separating them cleanly from the lower portion without an issue.

Flames and fire spread throughout the Qi-limbs and roared their way up to Ash himself in a flash. Faster than the skies had burned over the Divine Cult when Shen had managed to get it to spread.

Ash was completely covered in flames, and just as before, they did nothing at all.

No sooner than the blade passed through than Ash had already reconnected the Qi-limb’s severed parts together. Bearing the weight of Ash’s movement with barely a hiccup.

Shen clearly realized the issue right around the time his blade had passed through the two limbs. His head tilted to the side, and he met Ash’s gaze.

A green explosion of Qi that Ash expected blew outward from Shen’s back. It matched what Ash expected and why he hadn’t bothered to throw an attack as he flipped over his opponent.

Pushing down with the Qi-limbs planted in the ground, and extending them, Ash flung himself much higher into the air as well as further away.

Locke Sheng!

Appearing out of the sky above him, Locke dropped down like a lightning bolt. Somehow, once again, using gravity or its application for abilities and attacks.

Even as the massive tree Martial Spirit started to form, Locke blew through it and slammed into the ground beneath it. Causing it to scream and shimmer as it tried to appear from Shen.

Who used this movement ability again and vanished, only to reappear twenty feet away from where Locke struck the ground.

The moment one of Ash’s Qi-limbs struck the earth, he coiled it, absorbed the landing, and sprang back the other way toward Shen. Launching himself toward his opponent while winding his Qi-limbs inward and turning with the action.

Only to have the Martial Spirit, now easily twenty feet in height, step out in front of Shen to block Ash.

Not bothering to change his direction or angle of attack, Ash instead began to spin his Qi-limbs in front of himself as if he were a giant circular saw. Each Qi-limb sharpened and strengthened.

Ready to mulch the Martial Spirit.

When it received Ash, it just about exploded in a flurry of leaves, bark, wood, and Qi. It had clearly underestimated how strong Ash was and thought it could just absorb the strike.

It began to scream while large portions of it were torn free and flung backward. Little more than chunky sawdust when it came down to it.

Given that Ash had spun his Qi-limbs downward, he ended up going up and through the top of the Martial Spirit. Marauding through its branches and foliage. Spewing out debris as he went.

Only to pop out the other side, strike the dirt, and keep going.

The Qi-limbs propelling Ash along the ground were akin to a wheel. Digging a furrow two feet wide before he could alter the Qi-limbs again.

Pushing down with one, Ash popped himself up in the air, spun, and landed on their tips, ready to return to the fight. With the Martial Spirit or Shen, he didn’t care. One or the other, he’d fight them.

Because Locke was an extension of himself. She used pure Qi to fight, his Qi, and that meant she wasn’t something Shen could burn up. Even if he tried, it’d just sputter out.

As Ash got his eyes back onto the fight, he found that Locke was standing atop the massive Martial Spirit and tearing hunks of wood out of it. Her fingers slammed into it like an axe blade, only to dig in and rip out a piece.

Then throw it to the side.

Shen was gone.

Rushing back to his forces even as they stood in their original formation.

“Shen, why are you running? Why are you running?” Ash called after him.

Unfortunately, Shen said nothing, but his forces began moving forward at a run. It seemed that despite his fleeing the field, his people were more than willing to hurl themselves into the teeth of the Divine Cult.

More than expected took to the sky under their own power, while the vast majority rushed ahead on foot.

“Well,” Ash murmured to Locke as he walked over to join her. Even as she continued to rip things out of the Martial Spirit. He had no idea if she could kill it, but she was making a point out of absolutely taking apart its current physical form. “How do things look? Because, to me, I think the Divine Cult is about to absolutely annihilate what Shen brought with him.

“He has focused his power, his goal, his point of existence into himself. His momentum is only his own. He’s one that’s driven by the hands of many focused by his desires.”

“Yes,” Locke growled, reached into the quivering Martial Spirit, and clawed something free. When her hands came back out, they were empty, though she wore a large smile when she looked back at him. The Martial Spirit had gone still. “Where you are one who drives the hands of many in comparison to him. You invest in others. You have raised everyone, while he raises only himself.

“His army will be routed and suffer extreme losses. The Divine Cult will take losses, but it is expected. Just as it always is. I’m surprised Shen is fleeing.”

“It’s not like he can fight me. He must’ve realized it when the Qi-limbs didn’t burn at all,” Ash countered. “If anything, he figured out it was a loss before many people would’ve. If he’d remained, he would’ve risked his own life.

“Nor can I leave this space. If he gets the opportunity, he’ll attempt to throw those stupid Qi burn attacks out. Though… didn’t he attack my Qi-limbs? Did thorns catch him, or does that only apply to attacks that touch me while he controls them?”

“The latter,” Locke murmured and sat down on the dead Martial Spirit. Her legs dangled down the side of it.

Ash was keeping an eye on Shen from this distance with his senses. Given that he was an Immortal Refiner now, his ability to keep track of people was significantly wider. Especially since he had a small number of chains on Shen.

The Qi thorns hadn’t activated, but the man had still attacked Ash’s Qi. It’d created chains that were as fine as fishing line, but they were there.

A means to track him.

Eun-Yu, Siu, and Hwa-Ran drifted up to either side of Ash. They looked curious as to how this would play out.

“We won’t be participating in this fight,” Ash stated and then pushed out with his aura, his abilities, and his killing intent. He didn’t want to be bothered while waiting to see how Shen would act. That meant either side getting close to him. “At least, I’m not. I’m watching Shen. You’re all welcome to fight if you wish. I will not.”

Ash noted that the angry, crackling Qi of the Divine Cult mountain range had been sweeping down toward the battle again. It was entirely possible that Shen would try something.

If Ash wasn’t watching closely, it was entirely possible his only stable base of power in this realm would be eliminated.

So Ash waited.

He watched.

***

“Is it over then?” Siu asked, lightly wafting a fan back and forth in front of her face. She was watching their surroundings with a studied look of boredom.

More than a few enemies tried to break into the area they were holding. Pushing past Ash’s blatant attempt to steer people away from where he stood.

People who were strong enough in will or had that much of a lack of self-preservation made it through. Only to be attacked by Hwa-Ran, Eun-Yu, and Siu.

For his part, Ash kept himself watching and ready for the enemy. Keeping an eye on Shen to make sure he didn’t try something.

Which he coincidentally did.

Twice, he tried to light the skies of the Divine Cult’s mountains on Qi fire. Only for Ash to strip it clean and clear so that it could do nothing. It was the second time, however, that Ash coaxed some of that fire into himself, down his chains, and back to Shen.

After that, Shen didn’t seem to want to try it again and settled for sitting at the back of the forces. Like some sort of third-rate general who sent his men ahead to die without a plan.

“I would think so,” Hwa-Ran offered, looking at Locke, then back to the enemy forces as they pulled away. There were pockets where the Divine Cult refused to allow the withdrawal, but by and large, the two forces were separating away from one another.

“Well, over or not, they’re pulling away,” Locke offered. “That in and of itself more or less dictates that this little battle they wanted is done. I do wonder if they’ll remain for another push tomorrow or if they’ll be departing.”

“I should go find my father,” Hwa-Ran muttered and then sighed. “He was being attended to by his personal Qi Healers when I left to join you. He didn’t look great, but he didn’t look wretched either.

“I imagine he’s feeling rather… pissy that he wasn’t in the fight. That he was sidelined almost as if he didn’t matter at all.

“Given how badly he was burned just from the indirect attack across the distance, I can’t imagine he would’ve been able to last against Shen.”

“It’s almost like he was created specifically to counter the Divine Cult,” Eun-Yu mused. “He can just… light the sky on fire. Anyone under the mount would be caught in it.

“It’s not as if our Qi isn’t everywhere on the mount. It would find and annihilate every single Cultivator in the Cult. There would be no place to hide at all.”

Ash thought on that, his mouth pulled to one side as his eyebrows came down.

She wasn’t wrong.

Shen almost seemed custom-built to destroy the Divine Cult and leave no one behind. He had a special ability that let him turn what made the Divine Cult insular and a fortress against itself.

“That’s some sheer fortune right there,” whispered Ash. “I should go see my darling lucky charm and see what she thinks. Because now that you’ve said it, it almost doesn’t seem possible to not be intentional, Eun-Yu.”

“The question becomes, who did this, and however did they manage it,” inserted Siu. “Because if that’s true, I do have one thing that comes to mind. They’ve been a problem since the get-go, and it would explain how Shen escaped the prison.

“The ones we previously called Demonic Cultivators. Did we ever come up with a new name for them? Death Cultivators? Something involving sacrifice?”

“In the historical texts, they were called Life Thieves. Since those they borrowed power from almost always died,” added Hwa-Ran.

“The Life Thieves… that’d explain how Shen got out of the prison, you’re right,” Ash couldn’t help but confirm. It was the truth, too. They had mostly vanished at some point and exited the prison. If they were working with Shen, behind him, or for him, they would want to get him out.

“That’s unfortunate,” Locke grumped. “I hate those people. A lot. I want to see them wiped out. The Qi they use is always disgusting. Slimy. Oily. Makes me feel like I’m sticking my hands into a stagnant pond.”

Turning, Ash looked back toward the Divine Cult forces.

Almost all of Hwa-Ran’s people were arranged behind him and mostly in formation now. They’d joined her and remained here since it was where she was.

All the other forces were making sure those lying on the ground were dead, looting them, or carrying people off like prizes.

At the far side of the field was something different, though.

One of Hwa-Ran’s brothers stood with the Divine Spirits.

The Heavenly Demon and the other brother were both missing.

“Hwa-Ran,” Ash began as his eyes flicked over everyone there. From this distance, Ash couldn’t see much. “Why is your brother standing where the Heavenly Demon would be, and why are the Divine Spirits behind him?”

“What?” Hwa-Ran demanded, her head snapping around to look back toward the force. “I don’t… I don’t know. There’s no way my father would leave the field. Even if he was grievously wounded, he wouldn’t leave. He’d rather lie down on the ground and be treated before he left it.

“Something is wrong. Very wrong. I need to… I need to… I…”

Ash glanced at Hwa-Ran but only found her staring in the same direction Ash had already been looking.

Looking back, Ash tried to see what she had seen that led her to going quiet the way she had. She ran out of words in the middle of a sentence.

Then Ash saw it.

It was behind the Divine Spirits.

A large stake that had been driven through the ground.

Tied to it was a headless corpse.

Stuck to the top of the stake was the Heavenly Demon’s head.

“Did your brother kill your dad?” Ash asked, feeling like this was something he hadn’t counted on at all. To the point that he could barely process the possibility of what was clearly in front of him.

“Yes,” Hwa-Ran said, her throat constricting. “It would seem the succession fight for the throne of the Heavenly Demon will begin immediately.

“Let’s hope my brother is smart enough that he won’t be throwing his portion of the Divine Cult at mine, even while we’re the only thing that held Shen back.”

“I think that might be why they didn’t act,” Eun-Yu put in with a heavy sigh. “They likely killed the Heavenly Demon even as Ash ran forward. Only to discover the only thing holding the Orthodox back, or Shen… as you’ve named him, was Ash. Who follows Hwa-Ran.

“They thought they were taking the throne, but ended up pitching everything into chaos. Though I do not see your other brother. Perhaps they killed him first, decided to go all the way, and took your father down while he was wounded.”

“Then watched Ash hold back the fire,” Hwa-Ran finished and sighed. “Well, let’s go talk to my brother. It seems we’re going to have a struggle for the throne after all. I admit I knew it would happen, I just didn’t think it would happen so soon.”

“To be fair,” Ash started as his thoughts crystallized as to the timeline of events and the ‘why now’ part of her question. “If things had continued as they were, you would’ve kept gaining power. It’s not as if your father wouldn’t have told them that your Furnace was repaired. That you were once again growing in strength and starting to fill out your organization.

“Maybe he rationalized it out as this would be the last chance he had to kill the Heavenly Demon, his brother, and you, in one fell swoop. Then take the throne.

“They just hadn’t counted on Shen, or the fact that I could counter it. Now those who supported him are likely pulling back on attacking you, as they fear what will happen if I die or leave.”

“Oh me, oh my, how dastardly,” Siu whispered, her eyes sliding over to Ash. “It seems we’ll need to crush a civil war, plant our Young Demon on the throne, and then go from there.”

Ash couldn’t fight down a grimace that bloomed on his face.

Siu had just pointed out that this was exactly what he wanted, and she was right to do so.

This was an opportunity for them to absolutely take control.

Might makes right mixed with debts and relationships.

It just gets harder and harder, even as things go my way.

Though how the hell am I supposed to make this work now? How the hell do I get this damn thing turned around?

We don’t have the troops to fight a battle with her sibling.

And… is she even okay?

Her dad was just murdered by her brother.

Ash looked over to Hwa-Ran.

Nothing showed on her face.

A glance at Eun-Yu, who looked rather distraught, told him that even for the Divine Cult, this was an abnormal moment.

Alright then.

“I don’t even know how to process what she’s likely going through. We’ve made fun of the Orthodox that they can be horrifically brutal and that Murim is paved through the bones of others, but… patricide and possibly fratricide… that’s a bit much for a Cultivator.

“Jia had issues with you just beating up her brother a bit too forcefully, let alone killing someone in her family.”


Thirty-One

Ash, Eun-Yu, Locke, Siu, and Hwa-Ran approached the four Divine Spirits, the older of Hwa-Ran’s younger brothers, and… the corpse of the Heavenly Demon.

It remained strung up on the stake, its head perched on top of it, as if it were some type of gruesome scarecrow meant to scare off Divine Cultivators. Send them scurrying off and away from the area.

“You didn’t call them Demonic Cultivators. Even if it’s only a thought, you didn’t,” Locke murmured from inside his head from his right side, tilting forward and grinning at him. Her movements showed off her overly impressive form. “Divine Cultivators, hmmmm? It seems like maybe stealing you away at night is finally starting to ease up that sour mood of yours? My grumpy-wumpy Hubby?”

“How do you not fall over?” Hwa-Ran asked, glancing at Locke. “Or fall out of your clothing? You are perhaps the most well-endowed woman I’ve ever met. You are… impossible to look at.”

“Thank you!” Locke chirped brightly, laughed, then stood upright. “As to how… well, I defy gravity. I have for a long time and always will. I’m really good at it.”

“Though I suppose this is the point when I should be hiding, isn’t it? Better to act like a hidden card rather than be visible. Ta-ta, dearest!”

Locke said the last while kissing Ash’s cheek, then vanished. Retreating back to the Hall.

“Who was she?” Eun-Yu asked.

“His Martial Spirit,” Siu answered without missing a beat. “It’s been with him since he came into existence. There is nothing he knows that it doesn’t know. Her name is Locke.”

“The number of hidden cards he has is innumerable,” Eun-Yu murmured, sighed, then took Ash’s left arm in her right. She wound it around her own, held it to her side, and then took up a position that Mei or Jia would normally take.

Though she did it in a surprisingly more conservative way. Without cramming his arm into her side or pulling it around her shoulders.

“You’re just glad he picked you up and carried you off like a sack of coins to be stolen,” Hwa-Ran said with what sounded like some actual annoyance.

“To be fair, you’ve only shown interest in Eun-Yu. You’ve given Hwa-Ran nothing but friendship. Eun-Yu, you took with you, gave gifts to, and have never rebuffed her attempts to grow closer to you. If anything, you just keep pulling her closer.

“At least, according to the Divine Cult that is. I think you were just being yourself and being nice to her for the most part. Other than grabbing her that first time during your trial.

“That was you trying to get ahead of everyone else, though, so… even that wasn’t quite the same.”

“Who took the life of the Heavenly Demon?” Hwa-Ran demanded in a commanding voice as they closed in on the other group, though they didn’t stop walking forward. “I was not expecting someone to push forward my promotion to the Heavenly Demon without telling me so. I admit I’m surprised someone is so eager to see me sit on the throne.”

Well, that’s one way to clear the board of intentions.

She’s telling them up front she’s already the Heavenly Demon. If they want to argue with it, that’s the starting point. If they don’t, then it’s accepted for what it is.

“I did,” stated the young man in front of the four Divine Spirits. “And it wasn’t for your ascension; it was for my own. The Divine Spirits support me.”

“And the only man capable of holding back from letting the entirety of the mountain burn supports me. Your support is like rotten sticks attempting to hold up a stone bridge.

“My own support is something that can withstand the rushing of a flood river.

“What is it you would say to this? Other than kneeling before the new Heavenly Demon. Or should I ask my supporter to let the mountain burn? Or… just certain portions of it?”

I mean, I could definitely do that. I could easily let certain sections of it burn.

In fact, I’m sure I could coax Shen into attacking right now. If I just… let him attack and then cycle his Qi burn around, I could keep a portion of it.

Like an ember cage.

He clearly doesn’t have control over it once he uses it. It just exists and does its own thing.

So why not… cage it.

Ash cut away his chains to Shen.

It was a calculated risk, but one that Ash could afford. He wasn’t getting much in the way of Qi from Shen, and realistically, the man had probably noticed the small drain.

As well as the fact that the Qi burn had returned to him upon it.

The moment it fell away, knowing Shen’s personality, he was very likely to attack, or attack soon.

“You wouldn’t dare,” growled the middle-aged man among the Divine Spirits.

“Why wouldn’t I? It’s clear you would’ve already attacked me if my supporter didn’t exist. You would’ve likely attacked me from the rear. No different than you did to my father,” Hwa-Ran claimed and gestured at the very dead Heavenly Demon. He was untouched from the front as far as Ash could tell.

Other than his head being removed from the neck, that was.

“Am I or am I not the Young Demon? You are not. It’s very simple,” Hwa-Ran stated in a way that brooked no nonsense or wordplay. “We have succession for a reason. You’ve forced it forward earlier than I expected, yet here I stand.

“Or are you all such cunning snakes that when you accepted me as the Young Demon, you lied? Lied through your teeth to the previous Heavenly Demon? Lied to his face, and this is nothing but a charade, and the Divine Mountain Range is about to have a succession war?”

“I will crush you,” stated the young man whose name Ash couldn’t remember. He had a smirk on his face and seemed to be growing more confident by the second.

Locke, please go bait Shen into attacking.

I feel like I need him to demonstrate he’s more than happy to burn the mountain down still.

“On the way! I’ll bring Hui along. That’ll make her happy, and that might goad him into attacking.”

“Your forces are nothing. Your people are nothing. Your power is nothing,” continued the young man. “You have a title you took by killing our older siblings but no longer deserve. Can you even properly run your Furnace anymore?”

“I can, actually,” Hwa-Ran murmured, chuckled, then held her hands up on either side of herself, her palms upward toward the sky. In less than a second, her Furnace was roaring with volatile Qi, pushing it outward.

A roaring, fiery heat came off her that gave Ash the feeling of standing far too close to an open oven. Radiating outward and growing in temperature by the second.

Ash watched her curiously for a moment before he realized that she was deep into the Mortal Refiner powerset now. So deep that she was dangerous to brand new Immortal Refiners.

Red-hot, furious Qi began to seep out of her, akin to actual flames. Licking upward above her as a fire would.

Then suddenly became a deep, thrumming purple. A color so deep and resonant that it matched her eyes, and Ash felt the command it held.

He had suspected for a while that the color change in her eyes had been him flooding her with Pure Qi after having rebuilt her Furnace personally. That his intervention in both situations had radically altered something in her.

Perhaps even her Dao.

He himself had felt great changes when people had intervened in his life, and a great many things had changed for him.

“Whoa! Two things, honey-bunny. My sweetums. First up, Hui is fucking pissed. She’s currently slaughtering Orthodox people to try and get to Shen. She’s on a rampage. I told her this was an opportunity you were giving her, though you didn’t expect her to succeed, but you wanted to keep your promise to her.

“Chances are, she’s going to wreck your bed later. Sorry, not sorry. Just make sure you reward her. She’s mentally well now, but she still views herself as a weapon for you. As your grand strategist. She’s one of the reasons the entirety of our organization is doing so well. She plans a great many things in the background and asks for nothing.”

Got it.

And number two?

“Shen’s going to light up the Mountain in just a moment. Probably on accident. He’s throwing attacks at Hui. Before you start worrying about her, we’ve made sure she isn’t Cultivating with anything other than Pure Qi that you’ve been giving her.

“Even then, though, most of the attacks have gone wide, but I told her to line up with the mountain so that it could—actually, here it comes.”

Ash looked away from Hwa-Ran and back the way they’d come from.

In the far distance, he could indeed see combat ongoing. Hui was fighting with the Orthodox and Shen.

If it were anyone other than Shen, every death would be empowering her. Each one would give her more power through their deaths, and let her reinvest in the fight yet again.

She very much is a snowflake coming down the mountain, just in a different way.

Ash watched as a ball of Qi Fire was shrieking its way toward the mountain. Given how much furious Qi had been used in the fight, the mount was somewhat less dense with Qi at the moment.

It would need to travel some distance before it reached the Qi.

Then it’d be like dropping a blowtorch in a fireworks factory all over again.

Bracing himself against his Qi, his Dao, and his desires, Ash readied himself.

He needed to craft a structure that would let him keep some of Shen’s attack alive. Because if he could harness it, use it as a type of weapon, he could become just as horrific as Shen was to others.

“Should I stop it or let the mountain explode?” Ash asked, getting everyone’s attention off Hwa-Ran, who was still in the middle of her power display. “Or should I ask… who is the Heavenly Demon right now? That’d really help me determine if I let the Divine Mount burn.”

Ash kept his eyes on the incoming attack. It was moving quickly. Very quickly. It’d be here in seconds.

“Hwa-Ran is the Heavenly Demon,” declared the old-woman Divine Spirit. Before anyone else could interject, she had clearly recognized the issue.

“Perfect answer. Would anyone disagree?” Ash asked and reached out with his Pure Qi, his senses, and his ability to draw Qi to himself from the surrounding areas.

Taking a firmer hand in Battle Cultivation, which just ran at maximum all the time in the passive sense, Ash reached out to the incoming attack.

Then he took hold of the Qi coming from Ren and Si’Sha. The two of them were always competing to push Qi to Ash.

Immediately, a bubbly and giggly Qi as well as a blushing and rather stoic Qi filled him. Each woman had their own needs and had somehow become very good friends after what’d happened in the modern realm.

As the attack came in, it caught the Demonic Qi, and everything started to burn.

Burn, spread, and burn more.

Ash wanted Shen to see that his attack worked. That it wasn’t snuffed out immediately.

As if Ash couldn’t contain it completely this time, Shen should try again later.

“You know, now that I’m really watching how you did this, I can probably handle it going forward. We could… ah… we could… also probably… use some of the Divine Brides. They no longer Cultivate Qi in the normal way.

“They’re no longer Cultivators, I’d say. They’re more similar to a priestess. They don’t even have Daos.

“I genuinely don’t know what to do with them for a long term plan. No one does. They listen to us so long as it lines up with their belief system in you and what you do.”

Well, maybe it’s time to realize they’re separate, but included.

We’ll just make Sisui a true Realm Lord of the Divine Brides, and she’ll have an equivalent rank to other Realm Lords. They were quite kind and warm to me when I visited them the other day. I didn’t mind them at all.

From that, they can just keep doing what they’ve been doing. It’s not like they’re recruiting those that the Brides would normally go for, right?

“They’re… not, no. They don’t care if people have no talent at all, or don’t even have a Dantian.”

Ash didn’t need to mentally turn his awareness to his upper Dantian to know that a major shift had been underway there. A version of himself that wasn’t Lord Sheng.

Wasn’t mortal.

A deity-like personification of himself that the Divine Brides prayed to and were, in turn, creating.

Their prayers were empowering him in a way that wasn’t with Qi, but with something else.

Something Ash didn’t quite know how to use yet, but he could feel it forming. Feel it becoming solid and something more than just wishes and words.

Jerking the Qi out from around the Qi Fire that was burning up the volatile Qi, Ash worked to turn it into a spiral. Where the fire would be chasing a thin trail of Qi that Ash didn’t take and allowed to exist.

“I haven’t heard from the other Divine Spirits,” Ash remarked and began guiding the fire downward toward the Divine Spirits and Hwa-Ran’s brother.

“She is the Heavenly Demon!”

“Hwa-Ran was the Young Demon and has Ascended to the Heavenly Demon!”

“Yes!” called the other three Divine Spirits as the fire began to drop toward them. Clearly, they’d seen what it did to the previous Heavenly Demon and that it’d nearly killed him. If it were to touch them, they’d simply blow apart outright.

Given their statements, Ash guided the flame down toward Hwa-Ran’s brother.

There was no reason to let him live right now. Killing him would provide Hwa-Ran the support she needed. There would be no one else to put loyalty behind if they were all dead.

“Spare him!” shouted the middle-aged Divine Spirit. “Spare him for now, and we will work to ensure the Young Demon has everything she needs. Kill him, and I’ll do my damndest to make sure that she will have the hardest time becoming the Heavenly Demon.”

“Is there a reason I shouldn’t just kill you, too, then?” Ash asked, peeling a section of flame off and directing it to the Divine Spirit. Ash really didn’t see any need to spare them. If he gave them any leeway, they’d just cause problems.

Leaving anything behind right now would just be asking them to cause problems later.

“Lee, spare both of them. For now,” Hwa-Ran ordered, causing Ash to pause in his flame guiding. He began to spin it in a lazy spiral once again.

It’d been somewhat awkward to handle it at the start, but now it was pretty easy. The longer he’d been working with it, the more he actually understood it.

There was a momentum to it that was so steady, so unavoidable, that Ash felt like he could use it as a constant. He could easily plan around it without an issue and make it behave in predictable ways.

Like turning it into a candle in a sealed-off Sheng Space.

“I’ll take Do Mu-Gak into custody myself and keep an eye on him,” Hwa-Ran declared. Even now, the boiling Qi she’d been pushing out was still coming off her in waves. As well as a great deal of killing intent. It didn’t seem as if she were sparing them for the sake of their lives, but for something else. “Since he is so dear to you four, you will work all the harder to ensure he isn’t slain out of hand. Or… tortured endlessly and then slain.

“So long as you cooperate and perform as my hands and feet, he will live and exist in relative comfort. Should you fail at any time, I will simply have him killed.

“Lee… would you please be my darling and take Do away? Banish him into that little artifact of yours. I will entrust his life to you to hold as a captive against my… Divine Spirits.”

Ash glanced at Hwa-Ran to find her staring at him with a smile.

With a shrug, Ash sent Hwa-Ran’s brother into the Sheng prison. He’d be bored but well cared for. There were even other prisoners he could talk to, converse with, and hang out with during meal times and activity periods.

Second to that, Ash brought Shen’s flame into the ocean plane that had been created. It existed beneath the Sheng space as a whole. An ocean below a floating island.

Realizing there was no point in separating the two, Ash had previously decided to join the ocean space to the primary Sheng space.

Though he did realize at some point he should probably just join it to the land. Give the entirety of the space ‘coastlines’.

“Give the flame to the Divine Brides,” suggested Locke.

Ash shrugged and then moved the flame over to the armed and fortified cathedral monastery building that the Divine Brides had chosen for their own.

“Guide and guard this,” Ash instructed when he felt all of their attention toward him. “It’s a great weapon I’ve stolen from the enemy. It must be fed a steady stream of impure Qi to remain active. It doesn’t need much. Just make sure whoever is feeding it does not have a direct line to it. A sorceress or someone using physical means would be ideal.”

Ash yanked a large bronze firepit out of storage he’d noted earlier and thumped it down in the middle of the monastery roof.

Then he stuck down the Qi from Ren and Si’Sha into it as a giant rod at the center. He created alternating layers of Ren Qi, Si’Sha Qi, and his own.

A layered candle wick that’d allow it to burn for a good day or so while the Divine Brides learned how to handle it.

“Yes! Yes, my Lord!” shouted what Ash was positive was Sisui. “We will tend your holy flame!”

Holy flame?

Well.

Mmm.

I’ve taken Shen’s trump card and made it my own in a way.

Not that I can use it against him, since it really only annoys him rather than actually being a potential death threat to him. It’d only kill his people, which… he doesn’t care about at all.

He’ll just get more. It’s effectively a siege as long as he wants to sit here.

Yet it’s also a boon.

However long he remains here, he can’t be out there shutting down that Orthodox civil war. It might even become more powerful without him there to oversee its demise.

Now we just—

Ash’s thoughts came to a stop as a thundering roar of what sounded like feet pounding across a plain came out from a distant foothill. It wasn’t in the same direction as the Orthodox and Shen, but from the Divine Mountain Range.

“What’s that?” Ash asked without considering his words.

“I don’t know,” Hwa-Ran answered immediately, her head turning in the same direction.

“Aigo, it is the training valley for Immortals,” answered the old Divine Spirit. “I… no. This isn’t possible.”

“What isn’t possible?” demanded Hwa-Ran.

“The training beasts are loose,” whispered the old woman. “All of them. There are many that require a Heavenly Demon of great strength to keep placid. But… why would they be loose? They should still be controlled by the previous Heavenly Demon’s control.

“Even with his death, they wouldn’t shake it easily. That’s the very point of it.”

“And what are the training beasts?” Ash prompted.

“Literally what they are named for. Beasts and monsters that have been changed by the mountain. They live all throughout the range. Most are kept in the training valley for Divine Cultivators to hunt, harvest, and train upon,” answered the middle-aged man. “There are many there, but even more throughout the range. They are all rampaging. All of them.”

Turning his gaze to Hwa-Ran, Ash wondered if she knew what the hell they were talking about.

“It’s part of the Heavenly Demon’s abilities. I do know how to subjugate them, but… this isn’t something I can handle quickly. Or even safely,” she answered with a shake of her head, her mouth turning down in a frown. “At best, I can subjugate those up to the peak of a Mortal Refiner. Those in the Immortal range will… be too much for me.”

“It was when he burned,” Eun-Yu whispered, turning to look at the slain Heavenly Demon. “The burning fire took his control away. The same thing that allowed you traitors to kill him is what took his control away from the beasts.

“And it isn’t just that. His presence and mighty strength kept all the others placid. The whole of the range will be alive now.

“You’ve brought a Magical Monster Break to our very gates!”

As if waiting for Eun-Yu to name it, Ash watched as a massive flock of giant birds took off from a distant mountain peak and began flying elsewhere. Ash only knew what they were due to his eyesight, but it was the scope of the flock that was terrifying.

From this distance, they resembled a cloud.

“A civil war averted, an Orthodox battle turned into a siege, and now… an attack by Magical Beasts,” Ash muttered. He hated the idea of leaving Shen alone. Alive. But it seemed Ash needed to deal with another situation that appeared to be equally awful. “Can they be reasoned with?”

He’d dealt with magical beasts before and found they could be quite reasonable.

“They cannot speak. They know only violence, but can think and reason,” Eun-Yu answered even as everyone else stared at the massive dark cloud of birds. They paused over something, then began to descend. “They live by territories, survival of the fittest, and the laws of the jungle. That is… that is a small village they are over. The Oak Tree Valley village, I think. It will not exist in the next ten minutes.”

“You’ve doomed a large percentage of the Mount,” Hwa-Ran accused, looking at the Divine Spirits. “Many of our citizens and those too weak will be culled. We had a culling just twenty years ago. We have not recovered. This is too soon.”

They managed to look embarrassed and humbled.

A massive, heavy cloud of killing intent began to wash out from deep within the mountain range.

So thick and potent that Ash could feel the danger of it.

Whatever it was, it was of Immortal Refiner rank.

Something existed in the mountain range that had been kept in check by the existence of the Heavenly Demon alone.

The battle for the Divine Mountain Range had only just begun.

“Back. We go back to the capital,” Hwa-Ran ordered. “Then we begin moving out from there. We’ll need to create evacuation zones and safety corridors. But… Lee, I’ll need your help, but I don’t think you can leave with Shen out there.”

Locke, dear, the Divine Brides, can they stop Shen?

“Yes. They can stop it,” she replied. There was something else to her answer, but she didn’t elaborate. Ash didn’t have the time to question, either.

Bring who you need after speaking with Sisui.

“Done. Go.”

“It’s not a problem. To the capital,” Ash said, and then gestured for Hwa-Ran to lead. He wasn’t going to leave her backside open to the others to attack. He planned on keeping behind her and keeping her safe.

A glance at the dead Heavenly Demon reminded him that the Heavenly Demon’s death had been caused by having no one at his back.


Thirty-Two

Ash stood in the pavilion of the Heavenly Demon and found himself nervous.

He didn’t want to be here if he was being honest.

Right now, he wanted to be on the edge of the Divine Mountain Range, being ready for Shen. Because right now, his Divine Brides were handling Shen and his Qi Fire.

Apparently, the man had already tried twice more, and both times the Divine Brides had snuffed it out. Using Pure Qi and their faith to suffocate it and put it out before it could burn everything down.

Locke had informed him of each attack and that it’d been contained, but he really hadn’t enjoyed the feeling it left him with. He felt responsible for the women, yet somehow negligent at the same time.

“Well,” Hwa-Ran muttered as she stood in front of the throne her father had sat in only this morning. “I wasn’t expecting this, nor did I want it this way, but it seems I have no choice in the matter. Nor do you, Lee.”

“It’s fine,” Ash said with a shrug. He meant it, too. “I’m not too concerned about it. This is something that needed to happen, and it happened. Just not the way anyone wanted.”

Well, most anyone.

Still surprising that the Divine Spirits were complicit in this to the point that the four of them assisted directly in the murder.

This whole thing is just… wrong.

“It’s definitely a far darker shade of the Murim life than we’ve experienced, yet at the same time, not very surprising.”

“We’ll just wait to see what the Wind squads come back with and go from there,” murmured Hwa-Ran and then took her seat on the throne. “All the Fire squads and Earth squads have been dispatched to the local villages.

“With the Divine Spirits moving to the cities to assist there, we’ve covered a great deal of the population. The more outlying portions of the Mount, as well as the hidden enclaves, will all suffer greatly, but that’s not something I can really assist with or fix.”

With a nod of his head, Ash walked slowly up to the throne as he considered her words.

Hwa-Ran hadn’t been idle.

On the way here, she’d dispatched everyone and everything at a run. Notes and missives were going out to anyone she could reach, urging them to start moving in the direction she needed them to go.

Every squad, every internal sect, every training hall, every disciple that had a modicum of power, was sent out. To say the Divine Cult was stretched thin was an understatement.

There weren’t even palace guards at the moment.

Even Eun-Yu had been dispatched to oversee a village and do what she could to save it.

This was a deeply critical moment for the entirety of the Divine Cult.

Did we ever figure out how to let our normal members operate here without suffering issues? Did the others ever finally get rid of the Furious Qi they took in?

“They did manage to shed it in the end. They all went to join Jia and Xiuying with the Sheng Sect and the city things. The Orthodox civil war has spread to every single area of the realm.

“Qiao has been a real motivating factor for it, too. She’s been working to unite the Unorthodox Path into a cohesive faction, and it’s been going well. Things are moving along nicely.

“As to your original question… no. We never figured out a way for people to operate there without simply sealing off their cultivation. It’s somewhat limited to those who do not use passive Cultivation, or don’t cultivate at all.”

Fine.

Are the knights ready? It’s time, I think.

“They’re more than ready. They’ve been ready. And I don’t mean that in a figurative sense. They’ve been armored, armed, and waiting for your call since it was revealed that Qi users can’t be in the Divine Cult’s area of influence.”

Yeah, I’m not surprised by that. I just didn’t want to involve them until I had no choice.

Because once I reveal it, once I call in forces from ‘beyond’, then the trick is out of the bag.

“This seems like just such an occasion. I also took the liberty of working with Siu, Ren, Si’Sha, Liu, and Eira to put together all those who are strong enough to be on that realm, do not utilize passive cultivation, and would be able to assist you. It’s only a few hundred Brides, but… they’re ready.”

“I am Lord Sheng,” Ash stated, catching Hwa-Ran’s eyes with his own. “I am the One True Emperor reborn, the Lord of the Divine Brides, husband to the Royal Family, lord of the Realms. I can provide much to you in the way of assistance, but it requires doing things that would likely make a normal person uncomfortable.

“I wouldn’t force this on you, Hwa, but I can provide troops. If you tell me to do it, I will. You saw many of those troops when you visited the Hall. Or the Vale as Moxuan called it.”

Hwa-Ran’s eyes clouded, crinkled at the edges, and her mouth moved upward. Those purple eyes fell away from him and went toward the distant sky, as if she could see where the Orthodox waited on the fringes.

Her facial expressions were always unguarded with Ash, and he took that as a compliment.

He could tell she hated what he was suggesting but was clearly aware she needed the help.

“Please assist your Heavenly Demon Bride, Lord Sheng,” Hwa-Ran whispered, and her eyes flicked back to his own. “I find that I would need to call upon my Dowry, whatever you see fit to give me, already, yet we haven’t even had a ceremony. Let alone consummating it.”

Hwa-Ran said the last with an annoyed tongue-click, then tilted her head to the side and watched Ash.

Well.

Now I have to go overboard.

Because I have to justify her Dowry and what I think she’s worth.

Ash mentally reached out to his middle plane, to his Knights, and began pulling them to this location. It would be hard for them to return from here without establishing a new Artifact departure point, but that was something he could deal with later.

Right now, he needed forces that could support the Divine Cult, and the Knights of Sheng were just that.

Because their power was entirely based on their physicality, their carvings, and their abilities.

After programming golems to do the carving work for him, their numbers continued to increase. There was also a second layer added to the knights, which didn’t increase any risk but caused them a great deal of pain in the process.

Bone carving and organ carving were done by a golem Locke programmed for him.

One moment, there was no one there; the next, the pavilion of the Heavenly Demon was rapidly filling with Knights of Sheng. They were wearing full Qi-null beast skin that’d been inscribed heavily, weapons made from the bones of similar animals, also inscribed.

In seconds, there were hundreds of them.

In a full minute, the pavilion was filled with them. All of them were taking up space and standing in formation.

Tan, the first Knight, stepped up to Ash and performed the knight’s salute, a grin spreading across his face.

“Lord Sheng, we’re prepared,” stated the young man. Ash noted that since he’d seen him last, he’d matured a lot in his visage and the way he carried himself.

“Good. I won’t tell you your business. Secure the city. Likely expecting magical Qi beasts of some sort. No nulls, so you should have the upper hand,” Ash reported. “Disperse as you see fit and bring more if you need more. We’ll need to establish a return point for you later, but that’s fine.”

“Understood, Lord Sheng, Lady Heavenly Demon,” Knight Tan said, looking away from Ash, and then bowed formally to Hwa-Ran before moving off. A group of other knights fell in with Tan as others began issuing orders.

In moments, they spread out, though he noted there were more than a few Cultivators who looked more akin to knights spread throughout. They were clearly pulling in even more Knights.

“They were eager. This is a situation and location where they can shine. The Cultivators they choose to join the ranks are often those who do not passively cultivate but have very large Qi Seas, rather than talent. They will do well here.”

Ash nodded his head as they went about their business.

In that moment, he decided not to pull on the Brides that could serve in this theater. It was better to let the Knights have an area where they were unequivocally able to demonstrate their abilities.

A chance to establish a secondary location to recruit from.

Because if Ash hadn’t missed his guess, the Divine Cult had many citizens with experiences similar to those in the prison realm. Those without power who would risk their life to gain it.

Hwa-Ran had a surprised look on her face as each Knight Officer who passed by saluted Ash and then Hwa-Ran. They never excluded her and seemed to go out of their way to make sure she received their salute.

“Well,” she said finally and looked to Ash. “It seems I’ll have my own personal guard force in the end. Just not the one I expected. Though I think I can learn to deal with them. They give off a very strange feeling to my Furnace.”

“They repel Qi. All Qi,” Ash answered simply. “What you’re feeling is them in a passive mode. When they decide to actively repulse it, it’ll make you feel nauseous at the minimum. They’re very good at what they do.”

A sudden and intense spike of killing intent swept through everything.

Tsunami-like in its depth and power, it washed through, past, and over everything. Leaving nothing untouched.

True killing intent that promised to murder everything on the mountain. That even now, it was idly killing everything it came across and was eager to cleanse the mountain.

Hwa-Ran grimaced, baring her teeth, and turned to look toward a wall. As if she could see through it to where the killing intent came from.

“It’s the Dark Valley,” she muttered and shook her head. “The Bulgasari live there. It’s where they retreated to and made their own. They made it their den and fortress. The last holdout.

“Originally, this peak was their home. There’s a large iron vein here that would’ve kept them and their pack fed for millennia.

“Clearly, one of them, maybe even an ancient one of their number, has been lying low and waiting. Wanting to take this peak back. Back from the Divine Cult and the first Heavenly Demon who originally took it from them.

“With my father dead… it’s now decided that this is its chance to move ahead and see about claiming the mountain. Given how strong that feels, though, I’m no match for it. I’m not ready for this, as I haven’t taken the Ascension Rights of Heaven.”

The strength of the challenge had been such that even Ash wasn’t sure if he was strong enough. He didn’t know what a Bulgasari was, either.

Blowing out a breath, Ash realized that this was his own tribulation to handle. There was no one in his organization who could assist him or help him in this fight. There was no one in the Divine Cult that could help him.

“Remember this moment, Lady Heavenly Demon,” Ash declared and looked to her. He gave her a lopsided grin. “I will go forth and see what can be done. If I can slay it, I will. If I can cow it into going back into its hole, I shall.”

Hwa-Ran watched him for a long second, blinked, then smiled at him in return.

“I will remember this moment, Lord Sheng. Husband. I will welcome you back once you have completed this mission.

“Both as your Heavenly Demon and as your wife,” Hwa-Ran stated firmly. “Also, I know you said you didn’t want to change anything about the Divine Cult. I will keep that in mind as I take over leadership, yet I will confess I will most certainly make changes.

“I do not like how it exists today, especially after speaking to you and seeing so much more of your realm and domain. It can be better while still remaining the Divine Cult. Might makes right, but perhaps, there can be certain positions that are beyond that.”

“Wise,” Ash murmured, saluted her in the Sheng way, then departed.

Upon reaching the exit of the pavilion, Ash took in a deep breath, held it, let it out, and then leapt into the air. He quickly gained altitude, pushing at his Qi and abilities.

The Divine Mountain Range was far larger than many people would think. Significantly so. It’d take him a little time to get to what he felt was the origin of the killing intent.

Moving upward into the sky, Ash pushed the speed on and headed out toward the direction from which he had felt it coming. As he went, he looked to the sides and into the distance.

There was a multitude of large beasts and monsters moving freely.

They were running across open rocky hills that led up to peaks, as well as shifting through trees and heavily wooded areas. Everywhere, beasts were moving in every direction.

From his advantage of height and altitude, he could see that there were many villages, cities, and towns spread throughout the Divine Cult’s territory. A great many of those were actively fighting off beasts, had fought off beasts, or been wiped out.

Hwa-Ran had mentioned it would be a culling, and it seemed that she was exactly correct. There would be many deaths in the Divine Cult. It’d be some time before the population could bounce back.

The Divine Cult could be a power base for Ash, but not a population center.

He was going to get what he wanted, but in the same breath, it wouldn’t be exactly what he wanted.

I’ll need to keep Shen here as long as I can, then.

I need to make sure he stays here trying to deal with the Divine Cult and me. The longer he’s here, the worse the Orthodox problems get. The better chance we have to do something longer term.

I’m going to have to create a coalition to defeat Shen, it seems.

Not just rely on only the Orthodox, Unorthodox, or Divine Cult.

But an alliance of all those willing to stand up against Shen.

Damn.

Glancing back over his shoulder at a sudden feeling, Ash watched as Shen’s Qi Fire burned across the distant sky. Far, far away but still visible.

It roared, looped around several times, then puttered out. Yet it looked odd to Ash.

Odd and wrong.

Something more was happening, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He’d have to investigate it later.

For now, he was thankful that the Divine Brides were capable enough to stop it in its tracks. That’d give him time to deal with whatever was going on in the heart of the mountain range.

Because even as Ash flew toward it, he could feel his personal momentum shifting.

He’d grown significantly with Hwa-Ran taking the throne, but whatever he was heading toward had a growing momentum. One that was rapidly shifting, growing, and becoming stronger with every moment.

He was heading toward certain danger, not just to him, but to his entire movement.

This’ll become a bit more common, won’t it?

The further I go, the higher I go, the fewer who can help me.

“Yes, dear. Jia, Siu, Chunhua, and Hui have the strength to accompany you. Mei… doesn’t. Not at this time. Though Jia and others are working desperately to help Mei break through. She has the ability, just… hasn’t yet.

“Tala and Moira don’t really have Dantians. Xiuying has already said she won’t even try to leave this realm.

“Jia will make it to the top with you, that’s no longer a question. Her Dao has shifted considerably and… well… you felt it. She is water and the motion of it. Water is always moving, always changing. It is the definition of momentum.

“What is she then if not your Dao partner? Since you touched her Dao, she’s only grown stronger. You’re separated from her right now, but you’ll be surprised by her strength when you return.”

They’re pushing Mei, huh?

It’s the big sister thing, isn’t it?

“Yes, yes it is. If it continues as it has been, Mei will probably reach the top as well. Jia is helping to strengthen her and push her Dao. Mei is the opposite of Jia, and they can help each other grow.

“I don’t think Na will be able to move forward, though. She isn’t too concerned about it as long as she can still serve as your Handmaiden.

“Chunhua and Hui will easily match you. They’re already much closer to breaking through their upper Dantian opening than they think. I can tell because when you broke through yours, I broke through mine. I can tell how far along they are now.

“Rou will climb, by virtue of what she is, rather than Cultivation power.

“That doesn’t mean she’ll be able to help with the peak power fights, just that she’ll be able to assist. It’s going to be somewhat lonely at the top, dear. But you knew that a long time ago.”

I did… It’s just hard to know the road I have to take is ahead of me, compared to it suddenly being the next off-ramp.


Thirty-Three

“I think that’s where Hwa-Ran said it came from, not where it is now,” Locke remarked as Ash looked downward at a large valley. It was nestled between three somewhat large mountain rises, but they were quite craggy and sheer.

This wasn’t a place normal people could venture, not to mention the volatile Qi from Moxuan was reduced here. It made the location perfect for the slow, long-term growth of magical beasts and terrible for citizens and Cultivators alike.

Ash looked around but couldn’t get an idea of where the creature that’d put out the killing intent was. He didn’t think it was avoiding him, so much as it was… busy.

More than likely destroying something or devouring someone.

“Ah, I confirmed it. This is the location she meant. I had one of the Divine Brides ask her. They’ve taken up positions next to Hwa-Ran as well as the frontlines to combat Shen.

“She said this is where the Bulgasari dwell.”

But we don’t know if this is actually where the killing intent came from. We have no clue if this is actually where I need to be.

Well… they sent out a challenge.

Let’s give them one back.

They live by a law of the jungle, which means territory marking and loud verbal challenges are the law of the land.

Grasping hold of his Qi Sea, his Dao, and then letting go of the firm hold he kept on his power, Ash threw out a blast of Qi.

He filled it with the deep desire he had to kill Shen, the Life Thieves, and everyone else who kept trying to get in Ash’s way. That whoever was on this damn mountain needed to leave before he found him.

This was not their domain; it was Lord Sheng’s, and disrespect wouldn’t be tolerated.

Pushing on his Dao to spike the momentum of it like an amplifier, Ash merely hovered there in the air. Letting his power and killing intent wash out and away from him like a wave.

It was an invitation to fight, a challenge to battle, or a demand to flee.

He held nothing back, letting it all ride the line and right out of him.

Once he’d let that go on for a good thirty seconds while in place, Ash let it fall to a normal level. He didn’t restrict it as he normally would, or hide his presence, however. Everything just fell to where it would have been if he hadn’t acted on it.

His presence was like a fairly bright beacon to anyone searching. Which was the goal if he wanted whatever this monster was to come to him.

There was an odd response from the area beneath Ash. As if his call struck something and had rebounded. An echo or a response to a call.

It contained the same killing intent he’d felt earlier.

Well, it seems I found the culprit. Though now I’m curious as to why it sent out the challenge just to hide itself away. That’s… odd.

Was it just a general challenge for anyone around?

“Maybe. Maybe it was more of a beast beating its chest and attempting to cow everything around? Rather than sending out a specific challenge to the Divine Cult?”

Moving down toward the darkened valley, Ash realized it was far larger than he originally thought.

Far larger.

It was considerably larger than Ash thought when he was evaluating it from above and it was somewhat shocking to him.

Perhaps it was due to the mountains, or the sheer faces on either side, or the vast expanse of the treetops, but it was far larger than he’d thought it was.

It was also incredibly dense-looking. There would be no way to see anything going on inside from above.

Going all the way down to the canopy, Ash tried to push through it.

Only to find it was quite literally impenetrable. Ash couldn’t force his way through it with common physical strength alone. Even Qi-empowered Immortal Refiner muscles weren’t enough to push through this foliage.

Thick, strong, dense, and resistant to his attempt to push through it, Ash was surprised.

I mean, that’s a good thought, Locke my love. Definitely can’t leave it alone, though.

It’s too powerful not to investigate.

If we ignore it, we’re inviting it to cause issues later on. Acting on it now, before it has a chance to prepare for the next Heavenly Demon, would be ideal.

Pulling out Qi-limbs, Ash sharpened them, formed them into a rotating ring by forming a harness around himself, then spun them up.

The whirring of them passing by at high speed was somewhat unnerving. A whine that reminded him of video game bullet passing by sound effects.

Lowering himself down, Ash let the bushwhacker he turned himself into do the job he wished.

Leaves were shredded and sent flying out behind Ash as he began to penetrate the canopy.

When it struck the first branch, he felt it.

Even as small as it was, it was extremely resistant to his attempt to force his way inside. To the point that if Ash hadn’t been keeping himself in place, he would have ended up spinning, and the Qi-limb would come to a stop.

“Holy hell,” whispered Ash and came to a stop. He briefly considered how to do this. He could most certainly continue to force his way through, but it’d take way too long. “I need a way to move it, without destroying it. Its momentum is to resist me, so… let’s allow it to resist me, but redirect me instead.”

Reforming the Qi-limbs, Ash created a drill bit. One with wide channels.

He wasn’t looking to destroy the canopy so much as to push through it.

Revving the Qi-limbs up to a high rate of speed, he then pushed himself downward once again.

The resistance was still there, but it didn’t feel as problematic. It didn’t seem to have as much ability to keep him out. Branches groaned and strained against the flutes of the drill as it spun at such a high rate of speed.

Leaves, dead branches, and other bits of detritus were flung in every direction as Ash forced his way through. Halfway through, Ash was somewhat surprised as the sun was suddenly stripped from his ability to see easily.

Glancing up, he saw that the leaf-stripped branches sprang back into position. As if the Qi-drill that was Ash didn’t cause any lasting issues.

A solid two minutes passed before Ash came out with a rush through the bottom of the canopy cover.

Letting the drill come to a stop, he looked around.

Light filtered in from above, but it was dim. Dim and weak.

The ground of this valley was also devoid of most brush and grass. There were ferns and fungus, as well as some middle-growth trees that didn’t pierce the canopy, and some stunted trees that were clearly waiting for a break in the canopy before growing upward.

That was it.

The floor of this strange place was covered with a great deal of leaves, branches, wood, and decomposition of those things. This forest floor was all shadows and brown.

A place that hid a great deal between massive tree trunks and shade.

Not letting himself touch the ground, Ash instead let himself taste the Qi.

He wanted to map it, taste the flow, where it went, where it stopped, and how it pooled. That was a sure-fire way for him to get an idea of what was going on, as well as whether there was anything down here with him.

All life took in or repelled Qi. Even violent, angry, Divine Cult Qi.

Closing his eyes, Ash dipped into his Dao and lightly Cultivated. Letting himself sample, test, and taste the flows all around him.

Only to recoil almost immediately.

What he’d felt was death.

Rot.

The absolute decay of Qi and life left him feeling as if he’d been submerged in a sewer. The moment he actually touched the flow, he found it stagnant and disgusting.

Foul, or better yet, putrid.

Oh, this is just wretched.

“It doesn’t seem friendly. Also… I can’t… pull or push anything in or out of the Hall. This place has a formation put on it to limit artifacts,” Locke remarked. “Thankfully, I can still talk to you, feel you, but I can’t retrieve anything or move anything to you or from you.”

Well, that’s different.

The trees were pretty hard to get through, too.

“I’m not sure I could’ve made it through using normal abilities or Qi-driven things,” Locke admitted. “If I’m being honest, or maybe just paranoid, I’m not sure you can get back out.”

Ash’s head snapped up, and he looked at the canopy above him.

The hole he made was gone. It’d filled in with leaves, more branches, and seemed even more intertwined into itself. A scar of sorts with double the thickness now existed where he’d pushed through.

Yet even as he looked upward, he could see that the whole of the canopy was growing into itself with more density. It’d tried to keep him out, yet now that he’d made it in, it seemed like it wasn’t willing to let him out easily.

“Well, that’s unexpected,” murmured Ash, his thoughts moving ahead quickly. “It also speaks to awareness. Did Hwa-Ran say anything about a Bulgasari having control over nature, plants, or trees?”

“She did not, and after a quick confirmation, just one sec, dear,” Locke said, sounding somewhat concerned. “She has confirmed it most certainly does not have control over this. She said this forest is their breeding ground, but it has been undisturbed for a very long time. At least three or four hundred years, if not longer.”

“That doesn’t add up with what’s happening, though,” countered Ash immediately, looking to his surroundings again. With some regret, he reached back out into the Qi and started to feel it out again. “If they hadn’t been here for hundreds of years, whatever sent out that challenge would’ve come to power recently, or hid itself across multiple Heavenly Demons.”

“I… yes. That’s a fair statement. This definitely doesn’t add up. A lot of it almost seems coincidence now, rather than deliberate. Maybe it’s time to force your way out. Maybe this isn’t something we should be investigating at this time.”

Grimacing, Ash heard the truth in her words, but as he stood there, sampling the Qi, dwelling in his Dao, he felt the shift in his personal momentum. As well as the change in his organization’s momentum.

Whatever was here was directly opposed to the Divine Cult.

Which, given Hwa-Ran’s submission to his wishes, was now part of his own momentum. He could feel that he was only now at a size and weight equal to Shen’s.

That meant he couldn’t sacrifice the Divine Cult to whatever this was, since the Divine Cult was part of the Sheng.

“I agree with you, dear,” Ash muttered and then began drifting forward. Following the flow of Qi. It was slowly moving in one direction, as if being called or directed. “Yet at the same time, I can’t afford to let go of this. I must solve this situation. I’m sure you can feel it, too, since you are the base of my Dao pillar.

“Speaking of, you handle my pillar so well, dear.”

“I mean, you’ve given me so much experience, how can I not handle it like a professional anymore? You horrid monster. Do it some more?” pleaded Locke, followed by a sigh. “Yes, I can feel the same thing you likely do. Whatever this is, it’s growing. Rapidly. We cannot leave it here, or it will turn against the Divine Cult.

“No one but you is strong enough to handle it. Well… you and—”

“Me,” stated Locke, appearing beside him. She stretched her arms over her head, causing Ash’s eyes to drift down, even as they slowly floated through the air side by side. “Because I’m your wife. I’m your first girl, not Jia. I’m the best. I’m the first. I’m the last.

“I deserve best-girl status. Not Jia. Not Mei. Not Na. Not even my partner, Siu. Just me. Because I’m just as strong as you, because your strength is my strength.

“Now, my darling husband. My Ashley Sheng, who has given me my first child, who I grow even now inside me. My sweet. Shall we keep moving? This place was large, and I think you’re right that we should go slowly. Rushing ahead is just going to cause us issues.

“The momentum of it feels like we must approach slowly. Carefully.

“Unlike me. Who just rushed you off to the bedroom to stuff me up as quickly as possible.”

Ash watched her as she spoke, grinned, then dipped his head to her.

Jia was his Dao partner, and her Dao fit his own almost too well.

By Locke’s logic, Jia was indeed ‘first girl’, in a sense.

Yet Locke was a prisoner in his own mind and she’d die with him when he left this mortal coil.

“Locke, when I finally die, do you get shunted along with me?” Ash asked suddenly. An odd thought popping into his head. “You have a soul. It’s tied to mine. Are you tied to my afterlife?”

Locke looked at him and held his gaze for a very long moment. She didn’t have a shocked look on her face. Nor did she even seem surprised.

If anything, it had a slightly ‘took you long enough’ feeling to the gaze.

“Ashley, my love, did you forget where I appeared with you?” she asked instead and smiled at him.

It took Ash all of two seconds to realize what she meant.

She had indeed appeared in the Heavens, where people were reborn, with him.

Beside him.

Aware of what was happening.

She was tied to him.

“I wonder what we’ll be like in our next life? Think I’ll get a smoking hot body like this again?” she asked, watching him with a grin. “Well… I hope I’m at least a six out of ten. I can work with anything better than average. Eh, even then, I could probably make a five work. Probably. I’m pretty awesome. And I know all your needs.

“Especially with my mouth. I can make you forget your own name at times. Mmm? Mmm? I’m amazing. Tell me I’m amazing?”

Ash didn’t respond to that.

***

“The rot is getting worse,” Ash grumbled as they moved along. They’d found an ugly, slow-flowing creek in this wood. It was barely flowing, stagnant at best, and reeked.

Rotten things and everything else were mixed in, and worse.

Since coming here, he’d been working to build up Qi. Forming it around himself and letting it pool into very condensed discs across his back.

Condensing to the point where he wondered if he might end up creating some type of energetic reaction if he wasn’t careful.

But he couldn’t access the Qi from the Hall here.

He needed to plan ahead.

“We’re also getting closer to the mountain. I think this is the far side of the valley,” Locke added. “The slope of the ground hasn’t changed at all, but what I’m getting back in response from below us is changing. More rock, less dirt.”

“The Qi density is changing in the trees, ground, and rock, too,” Ash remarked. He’d been keeping an eye on his surroundings with his Qi sensitivity. With the way the trees had responded, he didn’t want to be surprised. “Things are shifting. Do you think the mountain is where we can expect these creatures?”

“Hwa-Ran said they ate iron. Or metal-type things as a source of nutrition,” Locke answered, floating along beside Ash, though horizontally, while Ash floated upright. She was literally face-down, as it were. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they lived at the foot of the mountain and hunted along its exterior for food.”

That made sense to Ash, though he also felt it rather strange.

There really shouldn’t be a response from the trees doing as they did without there being more than the Bulgasari.

“I agree, by the way. Both things. The way you feel when I look up at you when it’s down my throat, as well as the fact that this doesn’t match,” Locke remarked, then flipped over, and floated along face up to the canopy. “And of course I read your thoughts. There’s no reason I shouldn’t respond to both, you know? Anyway.

“Based on what we’ve seen, I feel like there’s a second beast here with talents we don’t know about.”

“Or a cultivator,” Ash added at the same time Locke stated it as well.

Ahead of them, the trees thinned out just a bit, and Ash found himself staring into a large, deep alcove. The exact sort of place animals would be drawn to if they were a type to burrow or nest in places that could retain heat and keep out the rain.

The Qi drained away to this spot, then went beyond it.

While it looked solid, there might be a cave or a gap somewhere back there in that alcove.

From where he stood, it looked like an open cavity in the mountainside. Broken rocks, sharp outcrops, and a boulder or two. It very much looked like a bear den.

“Well, we’ve come this far, do you want to explore my deep, dark hole? I promise it’s moist,” Locke provided, turning her head to look at him with a grin. “Or did you want to go look at the cave thing?”

Ash grinned, sighed, and moved toward the alcove. If Locke hadn’t been here, he’d likely be struggling with this. He was heading into what was likely a fight to the death, but he didn’t feel that stressed out.

He was with his partner.

“You’ve made that joke before,” accused Ash.

“And I’ll make it again. So?” Locke returned.

Crossing over into the alcove, Ash looked around and found it was more or less what it looked like from the outside. It didn’t change much upon entering.

There was a small gap at the back of it that seemed to vanish into darkness below. There was also the sound of moving water coming out of it.

An underground stream or spring was moving past, drawing the Qi and the rot away.

Taking a moment, Ash looked around a bit more and found there was another offshoot to the alcove that led to a large pit-like area.

At the bottom of it was a large number of bones, as well as strange glittering metal-like piles. As if someone had ground up rocks and then spread them out amongst the bones.

Finally letting his feet touch the ground, Ash moved down into the pit to touch one of the metal-like piles.

It shifted under his fingertips. It was loose and completely unbound.

Yet it most certainly was some type of metal.

Ash turned to look at a skull nearby and bent over it.

“Ash,” Locke called from where she’d remained near the junction point to the alcove. “I found out what drew us here. As well as why it’s all so weird.”

Raising his eyebrows, Ash jumped out of the pit and returned to Locke’s side.

Standing outside the alcove was a mob of people. Standing shoulder to shoulder and at a significant depth of bodies. They were all standing there, unmoving, watching Ash and Locke.

As Ash watched them, he realized they were dead.

More than a few had garish wounds on their bodies.

A few had their intestines partially spilled out.

One of them seemed almost to be little more than a rotted husk.

“Why have you come to the Pit? You don’t belong here. You’re not… not what we wished,” hissed a voice amongst the crowd. “You’re not who I was expecting, though. I was expecting the new Heavenly Demon to come. Clearly, one died, and it passed on to the next, but… that’s not you. You’re clearly not them, but you responded to the challenge.

“Gave us your own challenge in return. Challenged the Pit. Challenged us all. So… why are you here in the Pit? Why are you here but not the Heavenly Demon?”

Locke?

“Hwa-Ran knows nothing about ‘the Pit’ or what this is.”

In other words… it’s ‘talk no-jutsu’ or battling a wave of the undead.

“What’s the Pit?” Ash asked as a starting point while gathering his Qi and preparing himself.

The problem was that what was in front of him was very much the momentum he felt building. What he felt setting itself up to oppose the Divine Cult.

No one in front of him was alive; they were all undead, and their momentum was significant.

This was the turning point for Ash, taking hold of the Divine Cult as his own.


Thirty-Four

“It doesn’t matter,” came the same hissing voice, but from a different direction this time.

“You’ll join us here. Join the Pit,” stated the voice, yet from another different direction.

Is it someone fucking with me, Locke? Are they moving around like what you did?

“No. No, it’s… it’s someone else talking each time. But it sounds the same. I don’t know… I don’t know what’s going on.”

Ash dipped into his Dao, into the Qi stream around him, and even his awareness of the world through his Upper Dantian. His Upper Plane. Because there were more than a few versions of him that had extra senses that might help here.

Like the Divine Brides’ version of him.

Lord Sheng, the deity.

As he tapped into it, he found that far more believed he was a deity than just the Divine Brides.

It was nearly the entirety of the Knights and a vast majority of the Brides.

They all believed Lord Sheng to be a deity rather than a simple man. That perhaps he started as a man, but had now ascended to the heavens and was more than that. He was no longer a mortal, despite being an ‘Immortal Refiner’.

He was truly immortal to them and could do far more than anyone expected.

Leaning into that belief, their faith, as well as his Dao, his Qi sensing, and the ability to discern the flow of things, Ash looked into the enemy before him.

They were all dead.

Dead Qi.

Dead momentum.

Dead fate.

Dead End.

As he looked at them, Ash inadvertently looked at himself as well. Looked at his own standing and fate.

This was his end.

Ash’s fate stopped here and was severed.

This was where Ashley Sheng was destined to die.

Or at least, a version of him was supposed to die here. This ‘Pit’, as they called it, was the stopping point for Ashley Sheng as a Cultivator.

If he hadn’t progressed to the upper Dantian, if he hadn’t made his breakthrough when he did, this would’ve been where he laid down his life.

But not now.

Earlier.

The Heavenly Demon would’ve broken his body, put him into a crack at the top of this mountain, and his body would’ve fallen down into the ‘Pit’. Ash would’ve hit the bottom here and lay here dying.

Waiting for death to come.

Just as it did for all those in front of him now.

These were all people the Heavenly Demon ‘vanished’. All the people he disposed of that he didn’t want to resurface one way or another.

Yet as Ash glimpsed the countless endings that’d been forced into this place, he found it wasn’t just the current Heavenly Demon.

It was the previous one.

And the previous one to that.

And again.

And yet again.

Backward, further and further, with people being dumped into the Pit by the Heavenly Demons of old.

No wonder they’re furious and want to act. They were all cut short by the Heavenly Demon, or another one, and left here. Left here to be forgotten and unremembered.

There are more than a few I can feel who met a fate that wasn’t set for them. An ending that was wrong and out of place.

With the heavens and rebirth closed, many of those souls remained trapped in their bodies.

Trapped and unable to move on.

“You will join us,” stated a voice a second before they all rushed him at the same time. Ash’s thoughts were cut free and shattered with the suddenness of it.

Pushing Qi out of himself, Ash quickly formed his Qi-limbs, stood up, and quickly moved out of the alcove. Letting the extensions of Qi carry him right out of the range of the enemy.

Locke teleported a short distance away, appeared in the air, and then slammed into the ground at high speed and force. Crushing one of the undead outright and clipping two others.

Only to reappear elsewhere in the air.

Ash extended a Qi-platform from his back and set up a chair of sorts. It’d be a point for her to jump to if she wished to. Since she seemed to want to do the Nightcrawler act rather than fighting directly.

Looking at the three Locke had attacked, Ash found that even the one she’d crushed with her gravity attack wasn’t dead. It was attempting to crawl its mangled body and flesh forward.

Alright, fuck.

Zombie apocalypse rules.

Headshots only, Sweetie.

“Understood, I’ll keep that in mind, my love. Not a problem at all. Also, thanks!”

Locke appeared on the chair Ash had set up behind him, though she was standing on it. Staring into the flood of the dead that were even now grasping, clawing, biting, punching, and kicking at Ash’s Qi-limbs.

They weren’t causing damage to them so much as they were causing Ash a great deal of mobility issues.

Pulling his Qi-limbs free, Ash forcibly spun his entire being like a top. Whipping his limbs out parallel to the ground as he did so.

There was a grotesque meat-munching sound as the limbs powered through rotten bodies and limbs. Sending chunks, coagulated blood, bone, and organ flying about in every direction.

It liberally splattered Ash, as if he were in the splash zone at a water park, leaving him feeling cold and disgusting.

No sooner had his Qi-limbs hit the ground than he began to quickly move away from this location. They were fairly low-level undead Cultivators, which meant he could get out of here if he moved now.

What concerned him was that when he’d looked into the Pit with his Dao, he’d found the previous Heavenly Demons hadn’t spared anyone.

They’d killed early-level Divine Cultivators as well as princes and princesses, heirs to the throne, and even Divine Spirits. There was the possibility of Cultivators being here that were at a level of strength that’d be hard to deal with.

Ash continued to pull on his Dao, letting the momentum thrum and boom with his movements.

It once dictated how he was forced to move and how he responded.

Now, though, he found it was responsive to his whims and wishes. It increased its pace naturally and matched the movement of his Qi-limbs as he pushed himself onward.

Right now, he was guiding himself to go in the opposite direction from where the Qi was being drawn. Because if he didn’t miss his guess, the most likely place to exit this place would be where the Qi was moving into it.

As he drew on the flow of the Pit, Ash felt it when more of the location began to stir.

What’d come for him was clearly the first line, because what he felt moving through the flows of the place was much stronger. Much, much stronger.

“Honey, I think they’re sending the stronger ones now. Not the mid-level people here, but… the strongest ones. I can’t pull Brides or Knights in. Can you?”

I can’t.

Ash had tried repeatedly to push or pull things through the Hall. People, items, himself, anything.

Not even Qi was moving through it.

At the moment, he was quite glad he’d been stockpiling Qi on his back. He needed to be frugal. Very frugal.

“It’s… six of them. They’re easily at the point of being peak Mortal Refiners. They’ve got to be Divine Spirits,” mused Locke. “I never would’ve thought that Divine Qi could even empower the dead with anger.”

Ah.

Yes.

The anger of their death.

Unjust or unfair, bleeding into their last thoughts, then being dumped here.

Left to stew in rotten, angry Qi.

This place didn’t start this way, but was created with more than a few variables coming together and—

“Later, nerd. Fight, now!”

Ash blinked as Locke’s firm command broke through his spiraling thoughts.

Heading his way were five undead individuals, though he remembered Locke mentioning that there were six.

They were flying through the air, and three of them even had weapons in their hands somehow.

The one in the lead was a strange creature, to be certain.

She had purple eyes, moonless-night-black hair, perfect skin, a stunning figure, and a massive hole in her chest. Likely where her heart should be.

Holy fuck, it’s a Tian Princess.

Ash strengthened his Qi-limbs, bunched up the back four, and leapt straight at the leading two undead cultivators.

The furthest to the left was a corpse in every sense of the word. It was rotten, falling apart, yet still exuded great strength.

One of Ash’s Qi-limbs caught it in the waist and tore the leg clean off, sending the undead flying off, slamming into a tree, then bouncing wide.

It wasn’t dead.

The other person Ash had attacked was the princess.

Someone who had likely been very close to taking the Heavenly Demon throne. She was perhaps a ‘Young Demon’ herself, but had her life snuffed out.

Likely by her own father.

She flicked her hand up as Ash came at her. The weapon in her hand was spinning in a blurring arc and revealing itself to be a strange scythe-like hook. The bottom half of it was a chain with a long knife at the end of it.

In a flash, the scythe turned, caught the Qi-limb, twisted, wrapped it up in the chain, then pulled.

To which Ash acted by morphing the limb into a gel, letting the chain snap through it and clang straight. Then reformed the Qi-limb into a solid as Ash passed by her.

Locke focused on two of the people who’d come for them and, even now, was leading them away. Teleporting back and forth, attacking, vanishing, appearing, dodging, then vanishing again.

It was a blur of martial arts conducted with hands and feet.

Locke wasn’t trying to kill them with overwhelming power, but just keep them busy while using the least amount of Qi. Ash could feel her thoughts pressing on him.

She needed to keep them busy long enough for him to deal with the three around him without using Qi, as they were on a limited amount.

Three?

The stupid thought echoed in Ash’s head as he caught the tree he was passing with his Qi-limbs, wrapped himself up in it, then flung himself back toward the princess.

Only to find that ‘third’ person right there.

It was a boy no older than thirteen, but the power coming out of him was the strongest yet.

A single thought away from becoming an Immortal Refiner while he lived.

He would’ve been a powerhouse, which was likely why he died as well. A Heavenly Demon found him to be too powerful for someone he held dear, a family member, or the Cult.

Ash powered himself ahead, pulled his Qi-limbs up in front of himself, and spread out a web of Qi in a net.

Apparently, that was unexpected to the young man, as he froze as the net came toward him.

Once the strands touched him, Ash slammed them closed tight around him. Binding him in the webbing and closing it tight into itself.

Hitting the ground, Ash neatly removed the boy’s head from his shoulders by tightening certain Qi-strands.

Withdrawing all the Qi around the boy’s body, Ash spun, jumped to the side, assuming an attack was coming, and scuttled up a tree. The Qi-limbs thumped and clicked as he went straight up toward the canopy.

He held the boy’s head in two appendages and was wrapping it up in Qi threads. Only to tighten them in a sudden pull and crush the skull. Pulping it into nothing.

Then the corpse he’d knocked away and removed a leg from appeared.

Falling toward him from above and with a great deal of speed.

There was no time to dodge.

Slamming into Ash, the corpse immediately began to beat at him with arms, fists, and elbows. A wild and almost mindless attack that battered Ash with the ferocity and strength of it.

Even as his mind threw out curses, Ash struggled to get them off him, digging at his Dao, his abilities, and his prowess.

He couldn’t exactly call up the future-facing world of sand with his limited amount of Qi. Nor could he shift or alter time right now, that’d just dry him out of power almost as fast.

Given his Qi limitations, he’d been operating on a martial and physical arts basis only.

“Got you, handsome,” whispered a lovely voice from behind him as something slammed into his ribs.

Without even needing to look, Ash knew he’d been stabbed. Something had been driven into his ribs, and even now, he could feel the weapon tearing at his flesh.

“You’re hot as fuck, but you’re kinda dead,” growled Ash and clamped his hand around her wrist beside the weapon that was punched into his side. He quickly grew Qi around his hand and hers and then wrapped himself in a shell of Qi.

He also took a moment to push healing into his body, locked the weapon in place where it’d stabbed him, and sealed the wound.

It was something he’d have to deal with, but right now he was busy.

Next, he inverted that Qi shell around the corpse that’d been battering him and simply compressed the shell. Turning the corpse into a pool of jelly-like goop that was squirted out of an inch-diameter hole Ash made in the back of it.

As he worked, he felt his Qi-Thorns kick in for the princess on his side. She grunted, and he felt her body hunch to the side partially. Likely feeling the same attack to a degree, being handed right back to her.

The difference was that she was already dead.

It probably didn’t do much to her.

“Bastard,” she hissed, and Ash felt her flex and could feel the attack coming.

She was likely going to attack him with the scythe part of the weapon she carried. More than likely at his neck or head.

Grasping at the momentum of the situation, as well as hers, Ash glimpsed the current flow and what would be coming next. He didn’t dip into the future, or the world of sand, but just let himself feel the motions.

She was indeed attacking him with the scythe part of the weapon, and it was aimed at the back of his neck.

Ash released his hold on the tree and flung himself upward at the same time.

Right now, they were both hanging from the tree. That meant her back was flat to the ground.

In jumping upward, he’d screw up her arm’s physics.

Or so he hoped.

He felt her whole body shift as he did so, and she almost remained stationary where she’d been hovering behind him. Only to get jerked forward because he’d clamped her hand with his own.

Causing her body to get flung forward, slam into him when he reached the arc of his jump, then rebound off him.

Spinning himself as she bounced away from him, Ash found she was in front of him.

Slapping his hand against her chest, and finding he’d more or less put it right over the hole that’d killed her, Ash bound her up with Qi. Her back was pressed to his chest, and he was looking past her shoulder.

The chain of her weapon dangled uselessly across her midsection, her left arm bound to her side, and Qi bands tightly pressed to her and locking her in place.

Not waiting, Ash felt where Locke was and went toward her. He flung out a web-shot of Qi to catch a low-hanging branch, lean into it, and then swing himself like a pendulum.

At the same time, he pushed with his ability to fly in the same direction.

When he reached the exit angle, he released the web, retracted it, and found himself shooting forward at an incredible speed.

“You’ll die here,” promised the princess pressed to his front.

“One of me was supposed to,” Ash agreed.

“She’ll come here. You’ll die,” the princess whispered, sounding bothered. “She’ll kill me, too, I suppose. I’ve wondered what’ll happen when my body is destroyed. I’ve protected it at all costs. Will… I exist if my skull is crushed?”

“Probably not,” Ash answered as if she weren’t the enemy. “I already reopened the heavens. You’d just move on. And who are you talking about? Who is ‘she’ and what do you mean she’ll come?”

“The Heavenly Demon Yeon. She’ll come and kill you, kill me, kill your friend,” mumbled the princess.

Heavenly Demon?

Fuck.

“Is she the one who sent out the challenge?” Ash asked as he sped toward where Locke was.

“Yes,” confirmed the princess. “She set all this up. I will… will I be reborn?”

“I don’t know, ask them when you get there. How would I know, huh?” Ash grumbled. “I’m just here because—”

A white-hot, lethal challenge exploded from ahead of Ash. It was strong.

Very strong.

Easily in the Immortal Refiner range and likely ahead of himself in its power.

It matched the challenge that’d been sent earlier to a T.

This was why he’d come here, and he’d found it.

He just hoped it hadn’t found Locke first.

“She wills it,” murmured the princess.


Thirty-Five

“Well fuck her,” Ash countered, pushing forward faster.

“Many do. She maintained her physical body quite well. Many call on her,” admitted the princess in a strange way. “I find it rather revolting. We are already dead. Why do we parody the living? Disgusting. Clinging to their previous lives as if they didn’t end.”

Uh.

What?

“Busy!” came Locke’s flustered response.

Burn Qi. Kill them. I’m coming to you. We’ve got bigger issues.

He realized in her response that she wasn’t paying attention to him right now. She was currently dealing with her own issues and trying to continue with her goal and plan.

Except he was willing to take the hit to their Qi and end this right now. He needed her to be able to move freely and to act with whoever this Yeon was.

No sooner than he had the thought than he felt an immediate drain on his Qi.

Nearly instantly, he lost a fourth of it.

It was simply pulled, utilized, and gone.

Instantly after that, he felt Locke coming his way.

As well as ‘Yeon’. The killing intent from the challenge was coming his way at a leisurely rate.

“If I let you go, will you just fuck off?” Ash demanded. He didn’t want to use Qi to kill her, because even when he’d crushed the corpse and killed the young man, he’d lost Qi each time. It wasn’t a lot, but he’d felt the decrease. Likely lost to being formed and used.

He needed to keep every scrap he could right now.

“Yes,” said the princess. “I’ll fuck off.”

Ash released her, kept hold of the weapon, and shoved her free of himself while coming to a stop.

She stuttered in the air, dropped a minuscule amount, then gathered herself up again. She glanced at him over her shoulder, then zipped off. Not even trying to get her weapon back from him.

Ash jerked the dagger out of his side and focused his momentum ability on his side. He needed it sealed so he wouldn’t keep bleeding.

“Hi, dear. I didn’t realize you liked getting pegged. She was really hot, hotter than me even, so I can’t blame you. She wasn’t very gentle, though?” Locke asked as she arrived at his side. She bent down to one side while floating next to him and looked at the wound. “It’s clean, and you sealed it off. We’ll need Rou to fix it later.”

Ash snorted at that.

“I know, I know. You’re not into that, never have been, never will. I’m just nervous, and I’m echoing off your own nerves,” Locke got out, then stood up and sighed. “You’re handling it better than I am.”

Thinking about that, Ash looked at her and smiled.

“It’s fine, we’ll three-way whoever this Yeon is. I’ll take her face, you take the rear,” Ash offered.

Locke grinned immediately, nodded her head, and seemed to mellow out a fraction. Her grin became a shaky smile.

“She’s really strong. I can feel her coming this way. It feels a lot like the Heavenly Demon we knew,” Locke muttered and looked in the direction the challenge was coming from.

“Yeah. The princess called her that,” Ash said, and huffed once. In the end, he’d have to fight a Heavenly Demon. Just not the one he was expecting.

He felt like his odds were pretty bad at this moment.

Maybe he’d get sent to the heavens to be reborn.

“If we die, I think we’ll have to start again,” Locke offered up to his idle thought. “I got the impression while we were there that this isn’t a cycle we can escape. We’ll likely have to try again. Just in another body and another go-round.

“Though hey, we’d have learned from all our mistakes this time. Right? The second time, we’ll have a lot easier go of it. It’ll be sad to lose our Dao partners, but… they’ll survive the loss. The Sheng alliance will continue on even with your death.

“It’ll suck to lose the Hall for us, but they’ll still be able to use it. It’s been bound in a way to you that can’t be redone otherwise. You can make a new Hall now, however. You’ve got the skills.”

Ash felt a strange hiccupping breath as he exhaled.

The way Locke was talking made him realize that she thought they were going to die here.

That he was missing something, and whatever he overlooked was going to doom him and her both.

“What’d I miss?” he asked.

“Your wound is poisoned. It’s a very ugly poison. Or maybe it’s just… rotten Qi she injected into it,” Locke answered. “It’s nasty. If you fall below a certain level of Qi or power, it’ll just overwhelm you. Overwhelm you, kill you, turn you into an undead, and rob you of your body.

“Thankfully, it’ll eject your soul so you’ll be reborn. The heavens are open after all. It’ll be simple enough. Just painful.”

“That’s why she fucked off. She already did her job,” Ash remarked and shook his head.

Ahead, he could see a willowy woman heading his way. She looked tall for her build, but still somewhat on the shorter side compared to him.

Her eyes were a pale color that might’ve been brown in life but had faded almost to a gray, colorless type. Her hair was a deep, rich mahogany and stopped just behind her shoulders.

“Ha, you thought the princess was hot, and this thing looks like a kid,” Locke blurted out as Ash had that exact thought. “Beauty standards. What a cluster fuck.”

“Hello there,” called the woman coming toward Locke and Ash. She was floating through the air, seemingly unbothered in her approach. Much as Ash and Locke remained hovering in the air as well. “It seems you’ve come to my domain uninvited and unexpected.

“Then you kill a number of my subjects, kill a few of my lovers, and even assault the Young Demon. This is simply unacceptable. Unacceptable, insulting, and a grievous injury. I simply can’t let you live or leave.”

“For what it’s worth, I came here to eliminate the challenge to the Divine Cult so… feelings mutual,” Ash admitted and shrugged at her.

“Those were your lovers? Gross,” Locke put in before Ash could continue. “The one with the beard didn’t look like he could even keep his body from rotting away, let alone getting a hard-on. How does that even work? Gross. Double gross.

“Your standards are gross, and you should feel gross. And are you even old enough to have sex? You’re not even taller than some of the thirteen-year-olds I teach sex ed to. Where’s your mother?”

The woman’s pale grey eyes widened, and her lips thinned out as she pressed them together. The already deep amount of killing intent pouring out of her doubled, and she was clearly enraged.

“Young lady, please. This is beneath you,” Locke said with a wave of her hand as if she were shooing away a kid. “Now… where’s your mother? Was it the gorgeous woman with purple eyes? She seemed too young to be a mother, but I suppose there are always exceptions in life. Right?”

Standing there for a moment, the woman was then directly in front of Locke, her hands holding a type of katar and punching forward with them.

Qi was bleeding off her attack even as it stretched forward toward Locke. Trails of Qi weeping from the attack, wounds upon the very fabric of reality oozing with the weight of the attack.

Ash could feel the immense power of the blow, the momentum it held.

The weight.

Only for it to skip right past Locke, or through where she’d been, causing Yeon to pass by three feet from where Locke had been. The echoing boom and clap of her hand detonating through the air was like a thunderclap.

Not waiting, Ash lowered his shoulder and darted in at Yeon.

All eight Qi-limbs flicked out as weapons. Not one would be needed for mobility when he hung in the air through his own power. At the same time, Ash lashed out with the weapon he’d taken from the apparent ‘Young Demon’.

Twirling her hands in front of herself, Yeon created a thin surface of Qi that spread out in front of herself.

A semi-translucent flat oval that blocked every attack Ash threw at her.

Yet when they connected, it sent her rocking backward through the air.

Like a drunken Peter Pan, she trembled upward and then down, the strength of Ash’s blows knocking her around. She went from rage-bait furious to surprised and cautious in a flash.

As Ash went to withdraw from his attack, she flashed forward, coming up and then striking forward.

One high and one low in a twin-attack that’d catch him in the upper chest or groin. The tips of the weapons were glowing orange as they shot toward him.

Thrusting his hips forward to the left and leaning back toward the right, Ash squirmed out of the way of both attacks. Even then, though, her arms struck him rather than the weapons.

The strength of it was enough to push Ash partially away from her.

Ash attached the chains he’d created by striking her shield, as well as her striking him, and set them on himself.

He briefly saw a flash of surprise on her face as the Qi-Thorns reacted to her attack.

Reaching out with two limbs, he instead grabbed her hands at the wrists and rolled his entire body. Putting a great deal of force into it and attempting to hurl her away from himself.

Straight toward the ground.

Zipping away at high speed, she shot toward the ground, given the strength Ash put into the toss.

Locke materialized above her and then rocketed downward at her.

Rolling her small frame, Yeon squirmed into a feet-down position, narrowly avoiding Locke as she zoomed past. Only to slam into the ground ahead of Yeon.

The diminutive woman somehow slowed and shifted her position.

Then Yeon was shooting forward, right at Ash again. Leaving Locke where she was on the floor of the forest like a discarded bit of trash.

Grimacing, Ash felt his momentum and his Dao screaming at him.

Yeon willingly and easily tapped into her upper Dantian. Her awareness and time spent in that Dantian were clearly decades, if not longer.

Spent in her awareness of herself and how it impacted her Dao, even in death.

On top of that, her base power level was just higher than Ash’s.

The simple reality was he wasn’t going to win this fight.

Not with basic abilities and playing it safe.

Taking a sharp breath, Ash grasped his Dao and spun it up. He began pushing Qi into it, letting it run faster and hotter.

At the same time, he fed it the Qi he took in from Yeon as well as what he gathered from nearby.

The semi-stagnant Qi barely flowing through the forest was all rushing toward him now, and the situation was changing. It felt repugnant as he pulled it in and used it, but he didn’t have a choice in being picky about what he could use.

Yeon was already on him, her katar on the left arm flashing forward as she lunged forward with a jab.

Ducking his head to the side, Ash slipped the attack and threw out a counter punch right with several of his right Qi-limbs. The jab from Yeon slipped past his head.

It was hard to fight Yeon like this.

She was able to utilize hand-to-hand fighting empowered by a weapon, and it was giving Ash a hard time. His first response had been to block the strike with his own arm, but that’d be problematic; the katar covered her fist all the way down to the wrist.

It was also covered in spikes and hooks that were discolored, and they gave Ash pause.

Blocking that or even touching it was likely going to cause him further poisoning.

Yeon’s left hand snapped back and lifted, somehow getting back into position despite throwing the punch first. She covered the side of her face as the Qi-limbs drilled into her side.

One caught her low in the side, and the other impacted her arms.

As she blocked him, her right hand came out in a straight line so linear and perfect that Ash had a moment to marvel at the rippling muscles of her wrist, forearm, and bicep.

Twisting his body, Ash went low and sank his left hand into Yeon’s midsection. Aiming for her liver and a blow that’d double her over.

Even a Cultivator couldn’t do something like this with as much force as Ash poured into it.

As he sank his fist in, he felt ribs break, her bones crunch, and her flesh give way.

Yet she didn’t fold over his blow.

If she were alive, this’d be deeply troubling.

She didn’t breathe.

He briefly saw the woman’s pretty face coming toward him before he registered that it was a head-butt.

Her brow smashed into the bridge of his nose, followed by a knee to his chest that made his rib-cage creak, and then a slash with her katar.

It went wide by virtue of Locke providing a shimmering-with-speed dropkick that caught Yeon in the armpit and sent her sailing away.

She slammed into a tree, and it broke at the point where she collided with it. The deep crack of the heavy Qi sounded horrifically loud in Ash’s ears.

Gasping for breath, he tried to heal the most certainly broken nose that was causing him a great deal of trouble with his sight. He cleared it up quickly to the point that he could see, but he couldn’t catch his breath.

The knee she’d pounded into his chest had definitely broken things inside him.

Yeon was there once more, her katars flashing out in rapid jabs straight at Locke. She teleported part of herself in and out of reality to dodge the strikes rather than moving away or intercepting them.

Suddenly, she appeared upside down above Yeon, causing the small woman to flinch and look up.

Only for Locke to reappear at the normal height.

“Cunt punt!” she shouted and slammed her foot into Yeon’s groin.

There was a grotesque crunching noise as Yeon was sent flying upward and toward the canopy.

Locke just about slumped where she hovered in the air as Yeon was sent away.

She looked worn out, and Ash noticed that she was bleeding from several scrapes and cuts across her body.

It had looked to him as if she’d dodged it; she clearly hadn’t been as fortunate as he thought.

His partner was poisoned, and he could feel it echoing across their shared bond. She was rapidly decreasing in vitality. She couldn’t flee back to the Hall, and they couldn’t draw on it either.

This location was likely ensorcelled to keep everything here and prevent artifacts from being used. A safety measure to prevent anyone from finding the Heavenly Demon’s generation dumping grounds.

“Tired,” whimpered Locke, sinking further down toward the ground.

Realizing he couldn’t fuck up again, Ash zipped off to intercept Yeon.

She’d been adjusting her groin and clothes after dislodging herself from the broken tree.

Looking at him as he approached, she seemed injured, somewhat tired, but not at the point where she’d negotiate or die. If anything, the fact that Locke was out of the fight would only embolden her.

It’d embolden Ash.

Floating before her, his Qi-limbs ready, his hands holding the stolen weapon, Ash waited. Qi was entering him from his surroundings, and from her as well. The longer the time went on, the better his chances were.

“Vulgar creature,” hissed Yeon, looking past Ash to Locke.

“My wife is a wonderful lady. She just doesn’t like dealing with people like you,” offered Ash.

“Divine Cultivators?” asked Yeon.

“Women who look like sickly teens in their pre-puberty stage,” Ash countered, goading the woman. She’d lost her control earlier, and it’d given him chances to act more freely.

Yeon smiled at him primly and then launched herself forward again.

Her weapons came out at a blistering pace now.

So fast in their speed and precision that Ash fell into a ducking and dodging daze of sorts.

Countering where he could and managing to land several shots across Yeon’s face, chest, and side.

He was landing hits, but they weren’t critical.

Both the tip of the blade at the end of the chain and the scythe caused deep lacerations on Yeon, but they didn’t seem to bother her at all.

Ash’s enhanced Qi-limbs landed a few hits as well, but they were in-and-out punctures that didn’t slow her at all.

On top of that, she only needed a single direct hit with her weapons to truly wound him. Ash was mortal, whereas she was a literal dead-end that didn’t even bleed.

After a full minute, Ash wasn’t thinking at all anymore.

In truth, he wasn’t even aware he was moving anymore, other than leaning on his Dao and the momentum of the situation.

Except as he did, he watched his momentum slide.

Began to slip.

Things were moving against him in a way that he couldn’t comprehend but could feel as true.

The left katar caught the fabric of Ash’s sleeve and caused him a momentary delay in the next dodge, letting the right katar slam into Ash’s upper shoulder. It embedded itself cleanly and then was jerked right back out.

With a shriek checked behind his teeth and strangled to silence, Ash dodged the next two attacks cleanly, then buried the scythe straight into Yeon’s face. His Qi-limbs were slashing across to stab and slam into her side at the same time.

Gouging out part of her eye, nose, and upper lip. The flesh was coming free and hanging like a torn curtain hanging from the window frame. His Qi-limbs blasted into her, but caused not much in the way of damage.

“Bastard,” she hissed, the strange wheezing word coming out of her caused her nose and lip to flutter in front of her mouth from where it hung.

Fighting an undead monster just didn’t work out when you were limited to what you could fight them with.

Lifting up her leg, she kicked Ash in the chest, and he heard his ribs crack again before he could process that he was too close to her.

The strike was so strong that it caused Ash to lose control of the Qi-limbs, and they shrank back down into his body and joined his Qi Sea.

One broke off and fell completely, spinning away to the ground below.

Gazing at Yeon, who was slowly moving toward him, her face a ruin, and multiple chains coming off her and dragging Qi to Ash, he saw his end.

Locke’s words felt prophetic now when she’d said they might end up starting over.

Ash had been so proactive, so aggressive, that he’d gone right into what was a trap.

If he’d been just a hint more passive, this might not have gone the way it did.

As Ash pulled in Qi from Yeon, he realized that it wasn’t doing anything for him. The Qi he was pulling in was dead.

Empty.

Hollow and without the ability to sustain anything.

This wasn’t the power of death that Hui commanded, but simply dead Qi.

Dead Qi from a woman whose momentum ended long ago.

Ended long ago, and now actually went against the flow.

Undeath wasn’t a natural end for the vast majority of those who suffered it.

Yeon went against the flow of fate, time, and momentum in her existence.

Especially with her mockery of it and attempting to act as if she were a normal living person.

Staring at her, Ash saw the truth of it.

He was going to be killed by someone whose momentum ended at a fated point. She wasn’t destined to continue any further, and there were no shadows or echoes for her to have used to escape that end.

Ash blinked.

His realization sparked a different thought.

He was the Dao of momentum.

A semi-deity and being that could control the flow of time, fate, fire, and momentum.

Yeon was a crossroads of everything wrong in the skein of the world.

Locke appeared in front of Ash, her arms spread wide in front of herself as if to shield him with her body. To not let Yeon reach Ash without dying first.

Ash didn’t quite recognize it for what it was as he was more focused on Yeon and his Dao.

Because just as wood and elemental types of Qi would flee and combust in the presence of fire, what would Yeon be to Ash if he flexed his Dao appropriately?

Dry firewood left in the fireplace.

Small black threads came into view around Yeon as he stared at her. Black threads that were stitched into the world around her but didn’t seem to belong.

As he gazed into her, the world of sand came into being as well.

Then the future materialized, as well as the past.

The black threads that held Yeon stitched into the present stretched out into the past. Far, far into the past.

Where she met her end and should’ve come to a conclusion.

A number of other black stitches came out from her.

Great in number that led to others that’d been forcibly sewn into the world by her hand, that never should’ve existed. Existences that should’ve been returned to the rebirth cycle.

Reaching out with his Dao, Ash undid the knot on one of those stitches.

It came apart with only a light tug in the world of sand, the momentum of her coming loose as the correct flow of things was restored.

“What?” squawked Yeon, coming to a dead stop. Her hands came up, and she pushed them against her own chest. Her katars clacked as they struck one another.

“Debts,” whispered Ash, his mouth turning up at the corner. “Debts… and relationships.”

Waiting no longer, Ash began to quickly pull at the black stitches that held Yeon to the world.

Each one came loose faster than the previous. Disintegrating into nothing at all as he pulled them clear of each point.

They weren’t done by Yeon’s hands.

Not directly, at least.

But were sewn by her very existence in a place and time it wasn’t supposed to be.

It gave Ash ideas.

Ideas about pulling people along who shouldn’t be with him, if he so chose.

For just as he unwound Yeon’s knots, he could’ve just as easily tied them more firmly into the world.

“You!” shrieked Yeon and then lunged for Locke and Ash.

And Ash undid the last knot.


Epilogue

Yeon crumbled into nothing.

Her body was firm and solid one moment.

Disintegrating into dust the next.

Her katars tumbling away from the ash and smoke that’d been her hands only a fraction of a second ago. Spinning as they went downward.

“Got her,” Ash whispered and then blew out a breath. “Though damn me if that wasn’t a fucked situation. I think… I think I was supposed to die there in more than a few possibilities. I’m ever grateful that my fate had variables in it.”

“Oh? Oh. Goodie,” Locke mumbled and then shrank into herself. “Can we leave? I want to leave. The canopy doesn’t seem as dense now. I want to go to the Hall and let Rou fix me.

“I’m dying. Slowly. But I’m dying. And I love my body. It’s mine.”

Ash nodded numbly at that and then moved toward the canopy. Forcibly pushing out Qi-limbs, he formed them into a drill.

Not waiting, he began to burrow through the canopy immediately. Spinning and pulling at the branches and leaves. Pushing them to the side and causing them to bend and flex as he went.

In less time than it took the first time, Ash burst through the canopy and found himself in full sunlight.

The rush of full and true Qi was exhilarating to him.

Followed a split-second later by a crashing weight of Qi from Brides, Realm Lords, Divine Brides, and even Cultivators who were part of the organization and had Bonds of Sheng.

It was so much Qi that it caused Ash to stand upright, his spine stiffening.

“Goodie. Great. Come stuff your drill in my veg later,” Locke muttered and then vanished. Likely going straight to Rou. Locke went to extreme lengths to take care of her body in normal times.

Being pregnant, she was likely feeling deeply paranoid about the poison and rot Yeon probably inflicted on Locke.

“Ah, the sun,” whispered a voice from below.

Glancing down, Ash saw the undead ‘Young Demon’ in the gap of the canopy. She was looking up at the open blue sky above.

He noted she didn’t have the black stitches all around her that Yeon did.

Whatever this woman’s fate was, it hadn’t been tied to her death, or undeath. She hadn’t been bound by fate or the laws of the world in her life.

Somehow, that made it feel almost more tragic to Ash.

“Would it harm you?” Ash asked, curious. He wasn’t sure what type of undeath she was.

“I don’t know. I haven’t left the Pit since I was dumped there,” she whispered, then crept out of the hole in the canopy. “Normally, we can’t leave, either. The branches keep us inside. Keep us in the Pit.”

As she exited, the light of day washed over her.

There was a brief flicker of something wafting off of her, but it faded quickly.

Nothing seemed to be wrong with her.

The sun wasn’t reducing her to a smoldering pile of ashes or flame.

“Seems fine,” Ash remarked with a slow blink. “Other than the hole in your chest. Which really ruins the super-hot thing you’ve got going on.

“The purple eyes are a trip, though. Hwa-Ran has purple eyes just like that. I take it you were given Qi by Tian Moxuan? Something like that? Hwa-Ran’s eyes turned purple when I gave her Qi, so I figure it has something to do with the One True Emperor.”

The woman flinched at Ash’s words and stared at him. Stared at him in a way that made him feel as if he’d critically missed something.

“That’s the current Young Demon?” the woman asked. “Hwa-Ran?”

“Now the Heavenly Demon. One of her brothers killed the Heavenly Demon. Killed his dad during a fight with the Orthodox,” Ash answered.

The woman grimaced at that and looked to the distant skyline.

Ash didn’t miss the fact that it’d be the direction that the Divine Cult lay.

“Rou and I can probably fix her. In the Hall. Though I have no idea what bringing another descendant of the One True Emperor into the Hall will do. It reacted oddly to Tian Moxuan and Hwa-Ran already.

“It’s been behaving strangely with her brother in prison since you sent him there.

“Having another princess walk into it might do something altogether different.”

“I see,” whispered the woman, looking down at the large hole in her chest. Her clothes fit her and seemed to be part of her. Likely what she died in, and she just maintained on her own. “I was not the true Heavenly Demon in the end. Another with purple eyes came later.”

Watching her, Ash realized that Hwa-Ran could use an assistant.

“I could fix you,” Ash offered, watching her for every change in her expression. “Bring you back to life. Realign you completely. Set you back to… whatever your original line of momentum was.

“But I’d need to leash you. Bind you to serve Hwa-Ran as the Heavenly Demon. Though I don’t think she’d mind an… elder sister… advisor… type.

“Also, for what it’s worth, I’m the inheritor of the One True Emperor. I bear his seal, his ring, and sit on the throne. Your ancestor and the last One True Emperor, Tian Moxuan, has abdicated in my favor. Formally.”

The woman was watching Ash closely now. Watching him like a snake she found in her boot.

“That’s all? Not a concubine to you or anything of that nature?” she asked in a curious tone.

“Absolutely not. Though not due to a lack of interest. You’re gorgeous. Perfect ten out of ten,” Ash said with a chuckle and blew out a breath. “I’m just a very busy man with far too much to juggle. More along the lines of ‘I wouldn’t force that on you’.

“Now… any other questions? I really want to go take a nap. I’m exhausted, the point where you stabbed me is throbbing, and the rot your weapon injected into me is really keeping me on edge.”

“No questions. I understand my position and accept it. I will… that… I’ll live? Again? I will breathe and… be…” her voice trailed off.

“Yes,” Ash affirmed.

“Then I accept,” she answered with a small dip of her head.

So, Ash jerked her into the Hall.

Sending her back to a place where her ancestors dwelt and lived.

Along with himself.

He needed to go see Rou first and get his side taken care of.

Then it was back to the Divine Cult.

He finally had his base of operations.

***

Sitting quietly in a recliner in his personal space, Ash stared at the back of his eyelids.

Rou had fixed up the stab wound in his side and taken care of Locke.

She was now working on the undead Young Demon whom Ash had yet to learn the name of. He assumed he’d get it eventually, but the truth of the matter was she didn’t quite matter to him.

Ash was collecting talented individuals everywhere he went.

Adding them to his collection.

Then moving on.

It’s why he kept to himself as much as he could.

Given how he felt about losing Tala and Moira in his active movements, he certainly didn’t want to invite anyone new into his inner circle. Attractive or not, pleasant to be around, or intellectually engaging, it didn’t matter.

He was already suffering losses by simple strength. He didn’t want to risk more.

“There you are. My cuddly bunny-wife self is gratified to see you resting,” mused Tala’s voice.

Before he could open his eyes, he felt the long-limbed, rather lovely woman getting into the recliner atop him. Her head was shoved up under his jaw, her ears drooped around his head, and he felt her wrap herself about him.

“I was just thinking about you, actually,” Ash confessed and put his arms around Tala. “You and Moira. I was thinking about the fact that I hate that I don’t get to see you much anymore, given this realm’s power difference.”

“Yes,” remarked Moira from somewhere on Ash’s left. “We likely feel the same way you do. Though it’s something that must be done. So, we regret it, but it is simply how it is.”

Moira finished speaking somewhere above him, clearly having closed in on him.

Then he felt her kiss him, one hand stroked his cheek, and then she pulled away.

“This is fine, however,” Moira continued after she ended the kiss. It sounded like she’d taken a seat beside him on the couch. “A temporary separation is preferable to something permanent. This is indeed temporary.”

“We’re working to become more powerful in our own rights. We don’t have Dantians, but we have our own ways,” Tala added. “We’ve been picking through the Hall and all its abilities with Locke’s help. We’re making progress.

“My cuddly bunny-wife self is proud to confess I’m now approaching the late stages of a Mortal Refiner, though in my own power-set.”

“Likewise, I’m at the same point,” added Moira. “That is beside the point, though. Locke told us you were resting here and asked us to update you on the current situation. Across the entirety of your realms.”

“Please do,” Ash mumbled, getting warm and comfortable beneath Tala. If she decided to snuggle him, it was likely time for a nap. He could already hear her breathing changing as she lay against him. Her body sinking into him.

Her ears draped over his head like a warm scarf.

“I love you, Ash,” Tala said, then pushed her face against his neck. Followed by a sigh and a nip at his throat.

“I love you, as well, Ash,” Moira interjected before Ash could respond. “As to the update… access to the Sheng space is now a limited reward. Based on service, ability, and actions. There’s simply too many Brides, Knights, Divine Brides, or otherwise, to host everyone. We can host many, but we must limit it. Everyone understands so far and it seems to be providing challenge and goals for people.

“The Langye realm is as we left it. No changes. Things are growing. Expanding. The Sheng is moving outward and expanding. It’s good.

“There is very little resistance in the realm.

“The modern realm is becoming a good recruiting ground for Knights. Not as many Cultivators but… a lot of Knights. As well as Divine Brides.

“We’re mostly trading with them to get modern food, drink, tech for very low-end medication, using only plants from the Langye realm. We’re loading in education in bits and phases as you already know. Things are progressing.”

Alright. That’s all going exactly as expected. That’s good.

“And the Sheng Sect in the new realm?” Ash asked.

“It is going forward,” answered what sounded like Jia.

Ash opened his eyes, looked at Moira, gave her a quick once-over, then looked to where Jia had sounded as if she’d spoken from.

She’d already come from the entryway and was moving toward one of the seats directly in front of him.

She gave him a wide smile and veered away from the seat when her eyes met his.

“Oh, I see that look. I see it,” murmured Jia, coming right over to him. She leaned down over the top of him and kissed him, lightly patting Tala on the shoulder as she did it. Jia pulled away and then took the seat she’d been going for. “I will never let you escape when you give me such a look. Now… as to the Sheng Sect.

“My family and the Tan family are partners to the sect now. The Zhuga and Whispering Sword Pavilion are both less than partners but moving in that direction. The Realm Lord has… been executed.

“The City Lord has turned to us as benefactors. The city is more or less in our hands.

“Amusingly, Qiao didn’t leave for the Unorthodox fully; she became a Bride as you know. She has been helping us with our work on poisons and toxins. Everyone Shen sends into the city, we have been eliminating with her assistance, then disposing of the bodies into the Sheng sea.

“Qiao has joined Rou in the Medicine Hall, and it has also expanded. We have been picking up members from the Tan family as well as branch members to assist Qiao and offset that work.

“We are mostly working—”

“Husband!” shouted Xiuying, bursting through the door. Ash had only a moment before she flounced onto him, pressing onto his right side, opposite Tala on his left. She laughed, patted Tala on the shoulder, then burrowed into Ash. “Honey, honey. Everyone is here! They’re all coming up to see you!”

“Jia, be swift, my dear,” Ash said, looking to Jia.

Jia blew out a breath, laughed, then held up her hands with a grin and clearly in defeat.

“It is going as well as you could expect. The Orthodox civil war is getting worse. It is spreading quickly. We made sure to spread word that Shen is not currently in the Orthodox areas,” Jia continued, her pace speeding up. “The Unorthodox is also moving now as a unified force.”

Ash nodded his head at that. He could hear a number of people coming this way down the hall.

“Thank you, Jia Sheng the Bound. You’re a wonder,” Ash murmured, holding her gaze.

Then he reached out and prodded at her Dao with his own.

It responded immediately.

When it did, Ash spun it up and wrapped it around his own Dao.

A turbine with water running through it.

Jia’s eyes widened, and she held her breath as her Dao nearly jumped out of her.

He felt it when it spun up, went to full force, and slowly settled back down.

All in the span of a second.

Followed after that by a crackling noise, which Ash realized was Jia exhaling quietly.

Peering at her, he realized that he’d flung her head-first into the depths of her Dao and somehow, he’d provoked her into opening her upper Dantian.

“Well, that was about as rough as when you hold my wrists from behind and just pummel me. I like that, by the way, please do that tonight? Mmm? Tee hee? I’m the one who sent everyone after you right now?

“Maybe they’ll tear your clothes off and set up a line and get a piece of you? I reminded them that you’ll be in the Divine Cult after this for a long while. Oopsie doo?

“Siu’s coming… so’s Ren… suffer my love. Be drained.”

Blinking, Ash glanced at the door and found Xiuying had indeed meant ‘everyone’.

Ren and Siu had indeed arrived and were on either side of the door. Si’Sha, Eira, Liu, as well as Mei, Na, Hui, Chunhua, and Rou were all entering.

Then Siu met his gaze, smiled, and closed the door with finality.

You… are twisted.

“Aren’t I though? Let the Ash carousel games begin! I may or may not record it. I do need blackmail items I can use later to get my way with them when we start talking about budgets.

“Make sure you get them to face up toward a corner of the room, okay? Any corner works.”

***

Ash walked into the Heavenly Demon’s pavilion and found Hwa-Ran seated on the throne. He walked toward her without being quiet, one hand behind his back, and pushing out with his senses.

There was no one else here other than Hwa-Ran.

Her eyes were closed, her hands resting on her knees, and her focus was clearly inward. Hazy purple heat was coming off her in waves.

“Greetings to the Heavenly Demon’s consort,” Hwa-Ran stated quietly even as he walked toward her. “Have you come to begin working on a successor with me? I promise I will not let our children kill one another, though I won’t stop them from fighting for dominance. Just not… killing each other.

“If one of them has all their power removed, I’ll simply remove them from succession and let them take on a different position.

“I feel especially correct about this after meeting Mi-Ryeo. Her eldest brother killed her, my great-great-grandfather. Though I will confess I’m… I’m not sure how to handle you anymore, Lee… or… Ash.

“You bringing her back from the dead after having been dead for as long as she was, is a bit… I can’t really process it very well.”

In the end, he’d been called over to jump-start Mi-Ryeo’s Dantian with his own Dao. Causing it to activate and start moving once again.

He hadn’t missed it when what was likely her soul reaffirmed itself to her original body. All three Dantians lit up, activated, and became functioning again. Her meridians began circulating Qi immediately.

Though she went right into a ‘black day’ and the beautiful undead Young Demon threw up, pissed herself, shit the gurney, and proceeded to weep black oily tears.

“Ashley is fine. If you’ll be sharing a bed with me, you should be using my private name, Hwa,” Ash offered and came to a stop in front of her. Locke had laughed when she’d heard her name in the end. Mi-Ryeo apparently just meant ‘beauty’ and ‘fine-looking’ or some such. She’d laughed herself silly. Ash couldn’t disagree that it fit her. “As to your aunt… well… I was somewhat shocked to find out she’s a bit younger than you, though I was equally surprised you’re twenty. I thought you were a touch younger than me, not nearly dead on the same age. Your whole family looks younger than it is.

“Though she has your purple eyes, looks similar to you, and acts as your advisor, which works out rather well in your favor.”

“Because you forced her to take an oath on her Qi, Dao, and newfound life,” snorted Hwa-Ran, her eyes opening then flicking to Ash. She grinned at him. “I didn’t realize I picked up such a staunch defender for me when I made myself your teacher.

“Though… Mi-Ryeo has been very helpful so far. She knew a lot of the secrets and things that I should have gotten from my father but didn’t. It’s been a blessing to be able to connect dots for things I didn’t know were there.”

Ash came to a stop in front of Hwa-Ran.

“Shen is still squatting at our front line,” Hwa-Ran blurted out. “The… Divine Brides are handling the fire well. I’m sorry… for their losses.”

He’d been right in the end about the Divine Brides.

They were handling Shen and his fire while he went out and handled Yeon. At the time, he’d felt like something was off.

When the Divine Brides first arrived, they weren’t quite sure how to deal with Shen and his fire. They’d had to experiment, learn, and figure it out.

They lost thirty of their number in the early efforts before they figured it out.

Thankfully, they’d lost no one after that and had been stashing more and more of Shen’s fire away into their monasteries across the Sheng spaces. Treating it as a weapon that only they could handle.

Something that couldn’t harm Ash or Shen but could harm everyone else.

“Yes,” Ash said with a grimace. He wasn’t happy they’d taken losses, but that was how wars went. “They do what they must. This isn’t a war we can afford to lose.

“How’s the Divine Cult? I came around to see how it all shook out.”

“Fine. We lost a lot of Divine Cultists. A lot of citizens. We weren’t ready for a new culling yet. I’ve put out a reward for child-birthing. We’ll be able to recover our losses in a few years, but it’ll take time. Divine Cultist women know how to birth and birth often. Our medical awareness had to get better living here.

“I will be able to provide you with at least six children in the next seven years. I won’t need much time in between. We’ll need that many at the very least to make sure the line can continue.

“That’s non-negotiable before you attempt to argue. You want the Divine Cult to be your base? Build my familial base.”

Ash dipped his head once at that. He wasn’t going to argue the fact with her and had already suspected this would be her price, partly because it was Tian Moxuan’s price.

“Then we’ll be each other’s bases,” Ash agreed.

“Oh, you may also need to give children to Mi-Ryeo,” Hwa-Ran said and stood up out of her throne, then peered at Ash. “Normally, there are at least two other family members. My father was ruthless and killed them all. This cannot remain the case. Especially since my other brother is dead, and I cannot have you release the one you hold in prison.

“I’ll also need to bring on new Divine Spirits. Two of the four that remained have left. They won’t resist me, but they won’t help me either.

“You’ll be my Right Guardian, Siu as my Left Guardian. Mi-Ryeo will serve as my Dark Hall Master and Master Strategist.”

With only a moment of hesitation, Ash nodded his head at that.

He really didn’t like treating what would be his own children as pawns in a trade, but he absolutely had to have the Divine Cult as part of his base.

The war with Shen was only beginning.

“Now, let’s go build that base,” Hwa-Ran said, took his hand, and began leading Ash off.

“Ash, dear. My love. You need to remember. Okay? You must remember. Point her face toward the corner,” Locke said in a panting breath. A strange hitch in her voice. “Any corner.”
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