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In the ruined capital of Qingyang, Liu Dai paced the governor's mansion like a caged tiger, fists
clenched behind his back.

Every passing hour felt like another knife pressed against his throat. He had already lost fifteen
thousand men without a single proper battle. He would not lose the rest.

Thirty-five thousand soldiers remained — hardened veterans, sect disciples, and clan warriors who
had survived the mysterious losses of the last two weeks. Yet forging this force into a single,
decisive hammer blow would take time.

Wagons had to be loaded with grain, arrows, and spare armor. Horses needed fresh shoes. Supply
lines to the newly captured cities had to be secured, or the army would starve on the march.

They would need two full days to ready themselves. Two days filled with barked orders, the groan
of straining axles, and the relentless ring of steel on whetstone. Only then would they march south

and bring the matter to an end.

In Qingshui City, two hundred miles away, Alex sat behind the polished oak desk in his private
office.

He wasn't alone.

Zhuge Liang stood at his right shoulder, arms folded, studying the same live feed that streamed
directly into Alex's mind.

They had been watching Liu Dai's camp for the last forty minutes.

Ling Xue never realized that a Gaia Band-Aid had been placed on her neck amid the chaos of battle.
The Wudang Elders had applied it in the final moments of the mist trap — completely silent,
weightless, and undetectable even to Core Formation cultivators.

The nanomachines had already infiltrated her bloodstream and were feeding a steady flow of
intelligence directly from Liu Dai's camp. Every observation passed through her without her
knowledge.

Whatever Ling Xue saw or heard, Alex witnessed in perfect real time. Satellite feeds from above
the ruined capital of Qingyang completed the picture.

Alex leaned back in his chair, eyes distant.



"Thirty-five thousand," he said quietly. "They'll be ready to march in two days. Food, water, spare
horses, medical supplies everything. They're going all-in."

Alex exhaled through his nose.

He could field ten thousand Wudang disciples—maybe. The rest were still drilling, still integrating
the new tech, still learning how to fight alongside drones instead of against them.

Another ten thousand drones was the absolute ceiling Mother Ai could keep in the air at once
without burning through their power reserves or exposing the hidden launch sites.

Twenty thousand total.

Against thirty-five thousand elite, battle-hardened troops surging forward like an unstoppable tidal
wave? His forces would have to fight with just twenty thousand soldiers.

This time, the enemy would remain on high alert both day and night. Launching a sudden attack or
ambush would be extremely difficult.

It would be nothing short of a bloodbath.
He looked at Zhuge Liang.

"If they're coming straight for us,” Alex said, voice low and steady, "why let them choose the
battlefield?"

Zhuge Liang's eyes sharpened. He waited.

Alex tapped the holographic map. A glowing line traced north from Qingyang, straight to the
distant provincial capital of Tianyuan Province—the true heart of Liu Dai's power.

The place where his remaining grain stores, his family compounds, and his political allies all sat
behind thick walls.

"We'll deploy ten thousand Wudang disciples along with ten thousand drones," Alex continued.
"They fly the whole distance — fast and completely silent. At full speed, they can reach the capital
in just half a day. They'll strike Tianyuan City before Liu Dai even realizes they've crossed our
borders. Capture the walls, seize the granaries, take the governor's mansion, and force every
person there to use a Gaia Band-Aid. Turn them all into our assets."

A cold smile curved at the corner of his mouth.



"Once that's done, we'll control eight of his cities. Liu Dai will be forced to pivot. He'll have to
wheel his entire thirty-five thousand troops north to defend his capital. That gives us valuable time
and splits his attention."

Zhuge Liang was silent for three full seconds, running the numbers in that lightning- fast mind of
his. Then he gave a single, decisive nod.

"It is bold," he said. "They expect us to defend Qingshui like cornered rats. They've never
considered that we might strike straight at their heart instead."

He paused, then added with quiet respect, "Depending on how many troops they divert back north,
we can attack them from both front and rear. As long as they split their forces, we can slowly grind
them down and eliminate them piece by piece.” Alex stood up. The holographic map spun and
zoomed in on the northern capital. "Tell the Wudang Elders to pick their best ten thousand," he
ordered. “Full stealth formations with maximum drone escort. They depart in one hour. No food
needed - they'll sleep and eat after they've taken the city. I want Liu Dai's scouts sounding the
alarm in the north before his main army even finishes loading their wagons."

"Let's see how brave Governor Liu Dai feels when his own capital is burning behind him."

*k*k

Meanwhile, deep inside the hidden Wudang training realm, the mountain air hummed with
anticipation.

Gaia had already done the work. Ten thousand of the sect's finest disciples stood assembled on the
wide stone terrace that overlooked the mist-shrouded peaks.

Liu Piao walked among them, white robes snapping in the mountain wind.

"Ten thousand of us," Liu Piao said, voice carrying across the ranks. "And that bastard Liu Dai
thinks he can march on our city like he owns the province."

"How dare the great Mount Tai disciples come into our territory and try to take what's ours? Let's
see who's taking who this time."

A low, hungry cheer rolled through the disciples.
Not every disciple had reached the level of sustained sword flight.

Ten thousand sleek drones rose silently from their charging platforms, hovering in perfect
formation. The ones who could fly would ride their blades.

The rest would be carried beneath the drones.
No one needed to shout orders. No runners carried messages.

Inside every disciple's mind, the faint silver thread of Gaia's nano-processors glowed like a second
nervous system. Satellite feeds painted the sky in crisp overlays.



Alex's voice-calm, precise, and everywhere at once-spoke directly into their thoughts.

"Move out," he said. "Tianyuan City. Take the capital. Then split into eight strike teams of one
thousand each. Hit every major town in Yan Province while their garrisons are empty. Fast. Clean.
No civilian casualties."

The sky erupted.

Ten thousand Wudang disciples and ten thousand drones launched upward in a single coordinated
wave. Sword light streaked across the darkness like falling stars in reverse.

The drones hummed low and steady, carrying their passengers without a single wasted motion.
The entire force became a silent silver river cutting north through the clouds, invisible to any scout
on the ground.

They struck at the hour before dawn, when the walls of Tianyuan City were at their weakest.

The first warning the defenders received was the sound of ten thousand swords slicing the air.
The city's remaining garrison-barely eighteen hundred men left behind to guard the granaries and
the governor's mansion-scrambled to the battlements. Alarm bells clanged wildly. Arrows whistled
upward in ragged volleys.

They never stood a chance.

Liu Piao hit the eastern gate like a thunderbolt. His sword carved a blazing are that sheared
straight through the iron-reinforced timbers. Wood exploded outward in a storm. of splinters.
Behind him a hundred Wudang disciples dropped from the sky in perfect formation, palms glowing

with qi. A single coordinated palm strike slammed into the gatehouse. The entire structure
collapsed in a roar of stone and dust.
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Inside the city, the remaining soldiers tried to form ranks in the wide main avenue.

Their commander—a grizzled captain—shouted for a shield wall, but the Wudang were already
among them.

The fighting was fast, brutal, and one-sided.
A Foundation Establishment elder

spun through the air, sword flashing in a storm of blue light. Three guards went down before they
could raise their spears Drones darted, overhead, firing precise sedative darts into the backs of
anyone who tried to run. Wudang disciples flowed through the streets like water-silent,
disciplined,

unstoppable.



By the time the sun crested the eastern hills, the last pocket of resistance around
the governor's mansion had been broken.

Liu Piao kicked open the heavy doors of the main audience hall himself. The few
officials and servants still inside dropped to their knees instantly, faces white with
terror.

"Secure the granaries,” he ordered, voice calm. “Lock down the armory. Seal the city gates. No one
leaves until Lord Bai says otherwise."

Gaia's voice spoke inside every Wudang mind at once.
"Capital secure. Split now."
The ten thousand disciples moved like a well-oiled machine. Eight strike teams of

one thousand each peeled away from the main force without a word. Each team took a fresh squad
of drones and vanished into the morning sky, heading for the eight smaller cities scattered across
Yan Province.

Those towns had been stripped almost bare-only a few hundred soldiers left in each to keep order.
The results were the same everywhere.

In Hongshan City, one thousand Wudang dropped out of the clouds

at sunrise and took the walls in

under fifteen minutes. In Luyang, the local garrison surrendered the moment they saw the sky
filled with

sword light. In every town the story repeated: gates shattered, soldiers

disarmed and restrained, granaries and supply depots seized without a single unnecessary death.
By noon, the entire province of Yan was bleeding.

Every major city, every storehouse of grain, every secondary armory now flew the

white banner of Lord Bai.

Liu Dai's war chest had just been gutted from the inside.

Back in Qingyang, the governor was still shouting at his supply officers when the

first panicked raven arrived. The bird landed on the table in front of him, a small



scroll tied to its leg.

Liu Dai tore it open.

His face went the color of old ash.

The scroll slipped from his fingers and fluttered to the floor.

"Yan Province has completely fallen to Bai Xiaochun's soldiers."

For the first time in his life, Governor Liu Dai felt the ground disappear beneath his

feet.
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The same day the capital of Yan Province fell, the Wudang machine kept moving.

Inside Tianyuan City and across the eight smaller towns, ten thousand disciples and ten thousand
drones went to work with clinical precision. Gaia's silver bands-slim, almost weightless strips of
nano-tech fused with ancient concealment arrays—were handed out one by one. Not to every
civilian. The supply was still limited. But every headman, every village elder, every city official,
every clerk in the tax offices and granaries received one. The moment the band touched skin it
bonded, invisible to ordinary eyes, feeding live vision and sound straight back to Mother Al in
Qingshui.

Control without occupation.

The handful of die-hard loyalists—minor officers, Liu Dai's personal spies, and their immediate
families were rounded up quietly. Drones lifted them into the sky in neat harnesses and flew them
south under heavy sedation. They would wake up in Qingshui as laborers.

While the disciples handled the province, Liu Piao and the senior elders paid personal visits to
every major sect and clan still standing in Yan. Orthodox or unorthodox, it didn't matter. They

arrived with respect, white robes clean, swords sheathed, and spoke the same simple truth:

“Liu Dai has lost the province. Your families are safe. Your lands are safe. Stay out of this war and
no one will touch you. Join him and you will burn with him.”

No one argued. Not after they saw ten thousand Wudang disciples.

Back in Qingshui, Alex stood in the main hall of the city lord's mansion with every literate official
he could find.



Zhuge Liang moved among them like a general directing troops.
“Four thousand leaflets,” Alex said. “Now. Plain language. No flowery nonsense. Write fast."

Desks were dragged in. Ink stones ground. Brushes flew. Within two hours the hall looked like a
paper factory. Stacks of fresh sheets covered every surface. The message was brutally simple,
written in the common script every soldier could read:

TO ALL YAN PROVINCE SOLDIERS
Return home now.

Go back to your families, your fields, your old lives.

Liu Dai has lost the province.

Your wives, your parents, your children are in Yan Province.

If you keep following him, they will be taken as slaves or killed.
Return now.

No punishment for those who lay down their weapons.

Alex didn't wait for the ink to dry. The moment the first thousand sheets were ready, returning
drones were loaded and launched north again.

Liu Dai's thirty-five thousand men were still camped outside Qingyang, finishing the last of their
two-day preparations. Wagons groaned under sacks of grain. Officers shouted orders. Horses
stamped and snorted in the dust.

Then the sky changed.

A low, steady drone filled the air. Hundreds of sleek black shapes appeared overhead in perfect
formation, sunlight glinting off their wings. Soldiers looked up, hands shading their eyes, spears
half-raised.

The drones opened their underbelly bays.

Hundreds of thousands of white papers exploded outward like snow in a blizzard. They swirled,
caught the wind, and drifted down across the entire camp in a silent storm.

Men caught the sheets mid-air. Others plucked them off the ground. Officers snatched copies from
their soldiers' hands.

Silence spread like spilled oil.



A sergeant near the center of the camp read the words aloud, voice cracking. Another man read it
again, louder. Then another. Within minutes the entire army was reading the same message out
loud, voices overlapping in growing confusion.

Sect disciples. Clan captains. Company commanders. Every one of them had family back in Yan
Province-wives, children, aging parents, younger siblings. The province they had left behind to
follow Liu Dai was now in Bai Xiaochun's hands.

The papers kept falling. Thousands upon thousands of them. A sea of white covering armor, tents,
supply wagons, and the dusty ground between.

Soldiers looked at one another.
No one spoke at first. The only sound was the rustle of paper and the nervous shifting of boots.
Then the whispers started.

"He's lost everything..."

"My wife is in Luyang..."

“If we keep marching south, they'll make her a slave.....

A Foundation Establishment elder from the Mount Tai sect stared at the paper in his trembling
hand. His face had gone gray. He had three daughters and an elderly mother waiting in the capital.

Across the camp, the same realization hit captain after captain, elder after elder. Liu Dai no longer
controlled their homes. He no longer controlled their future.

In the governor's mansion, an advisor burst through the doors of the war hall

holding one of the leaflets. His hands shook as he passed it to Liu Dai.

The governor read it once. Then again. His face turned the color of old bone.

Rage exploded out of him like a physical force.

Liu Dai slammed both fists onto the war table so hard the heavy oak split down the middle.

"It's a lie!" he roared, face purple with rage. "All of it! Enemy propaganda! Bai Xiaochun is
desperate. Yan Province is still ours. The capital is secure. Our families are safe. Tell every soldier-
anyone who believes this filth is a traitor!"

The advisor's face turned pale. “But it will be hard to cover the truth...”



"Silence!" Liu Dai roared. “Whoever dares to run will be killed on the spot! Tell every officer — kill
the deserters! I don't care if they're sect disciples or clan heirs! No mercy!"

His advisors scrambled to obey. Officers were pulled aside in every corner of the vast camp.
Captains and elders climbed onto wagons and shouted the same message until their throats bled.

"Fake papers!" they bellowed. "Our Governor Liu Dai still controls every city in Yan Province! The
enemy is trying to break your spirit. Stay loyal. Your families are protected. Anyone caught

spreading these lies will be executed on the spot!"

For the first hour the soldiers stood in uneasy clusters, leaflets still clutched in their hands. Some
nodded. Some wanted to believe.

But not all of them were fools.

Clan captains exchanged glances. A few Foundation Establishment elders slipped away under the
cover of supply tents.

Messenger birds—private birds raised by the great clans and sects-were released in secret. Others
simply vanished into the hills, using sword flight to cover the distance north in a single desperate
sprint.

They didn't need half a day.

By early afternoon the truth had already burned through the thirty-five thousand like wildfire.

Birds returned with frantic messages. Elders who had flown north came back white- faced, landing
in the middle of the camp without caring who saw.

Tianyuan City had fallen before sunrise.

The eight major towns had surrendered by noon.

Every granary, every armory, every tax office now flew the white banner of Qingshui.
Liu Dai no longer controlled a single inch of Yan Province.

Soldiers stood in stunned silence. Wives, parents, children-everyone they had left behind-was now
under Bai Xiaochun's rule. Their homes, their lands, their futures. And Liu Dai could offer them
nothing. No protection. No pay. Not even a guarantee that their families would still be alive when
they returned.

The mood in the camp shifted from confusion to something far more dangerous. Then the sky
changed again.

A second, larger swarm of drones appeared overhead-thousands black shapes moving in perfect
formation. This time they didn't scatter the papers randomly. They flew Tower, slower,
deliberately dropping fresh leaflets straight into the heart of every company.



The sheets fluttered down like white leaves in a storm.

Men snatched them out of the air.

The new message was shorter. Deadlier. Written in the same plain, brutal script.
REWARD NOTICE FROM CITY LORD BAI XIAOCHUN

Wanted: Heads of Liu Dai and His Supporters

Liu Dai's Head: 10,000 taels of gold + Become City Lord of any major city in Yan Province + 10
years of total tax exemption for your entire family.

High-Ranking Officers: 1,000 gold each + Village Head position in any major village

+ 5 years tax exemption.

Middle-Ranking Officers: 500 gold each + Captain rank in Yan Province + 5 years tax exemption.
Low-Ranking Officers: 100 gold each.

No questions asked.

No punishment for past service.

Lay down your weapons and return home-or bring us Liu Dai's head and become

rich men.

The camp went deathly quiet.

Then the silence cracked.

A sergeant near the eastern picket line read the words aloud in a shaking voice. Someone else read
them again, louder. Within seconds the entire army was muttering, arguing, staring at the paper as
if it had grown fangs.

Ten thousand taels of gold.

A city lord title.

Ten years without taxes.

For the head of the man who had just told them their families were still safe.
High officers looked at one another with new eyes. Middle captains

tightened their grips on their



swords not against the enemy, but against the man standing two tents away Low-ranking soldiers
who had

nothing left to lose began calculating distances and odds.

Something fundamental had broken inside thirty-five thousand men.

Loyalty died in the space of a single breath.

In the governor's mansion, Liu Dai stood at the window, watching the second wave
of white paper drift across his army like funeral ash. An advisor handed him one of
the new leaflets with trembling fingers.

Liu Dai read it once. His eyes bulged. A vein throbbed violently at his temple.

For a long moment he said nothing.

Then he threw back his head and laughed—a harsh, broken sound that echoed off
the stone walls like a dying animal.

"Ten thousand taels?" he snarled. "They think they can buy my own army?"

He crushed the paper in his fist until blood welled between his fingers.

"Double the guards!" he screamed at the nearest officers. "Any man who even looks at another
soldier too long gets the whip! Any talk of desertion gets the blade! I want heads or pikes Before
sunset anyone so much as whispers that traitor's name!"

But his voice cracked on the last word.

Outside, the camp no longer sounded like an army preparing for war.

It sounded like thirty-five thousand men quietly deciding which side they were really
on.

And for the first time since the campaign began, Liu Dai understood that the war might already be
over-before a single sword had been drawn against Qingshui.
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The camp outside Qingyang had gone quiet in a way no battlefield ever did.

Not the hush of discipline. The hush of men weighing their own necks against ten thousand taels of
gold.

White leaflets still drifted between tents like slow snow. Soldiers stood in small knots, shoulders
hunched, eyes sliding toward one another and away again. Every sergeant, every captain, felt the
same invisible blade pressed to his throat. The bounty paper was simple, merciless, and
everywhere.

It made everyone a potential enemy, with a blade aimed at their neck. It left them restless.

Although Liu Dai's inner circle had tried to burn the pamphlets and whipped men for picking them
up, it changed nothing. The words were already inside every head.

Ten thousand taels for the governor's head.
A city lord's seat for any man who delivered it.
No questions. No punishment for past service.

The promise of riches and power hung like a golden chain - tempting, yet shackling every man who
dared to grasp it.

Then the sky changed again.

A fresh swarm of drones swept overhead. This time, the papers that rained down were fewer,
heavier, and sharp - aimed like arrows at the heart of the last loyal core.

Some people caught the papers and froze, their faces turning pale.
TO THE MOUNT TAI SECT AND PUYANG BLADE CLAN

Deliver Liu Dai's head within three days. Or every hall, every training ground, every village
connected to your people will burn.

Your wives. Your children. Your elders. Your disciples.
No exceptions. No mercy. Choose.

The new threat hit harder than the bounty.



Seven thousand soldiers in the camp-core disciples of Mount Tai and Puyang Blade Clan-read the
words and felt their blood turn to ice.

Restlessness spread like wildfire. Men who had once stood shoulder-to-shoulder now edged away
from each other.

Conversations died when officers approached. Hands stayed on weapons.

The air itself felt charged, ready to explode.

In the governor's mansion, the war hall reeked of fear and torch smoke.

Advisor Sun's voice trembled as he delivered the report. "My lord... seven thousand

of our best belong to Mount Tai and the Blade Clan. They are reading the new leaflets. The elders
are meeting in private. They speak of protecting their sects before it is too late."

Liu Dai's face twisted with rage. The vein at his temple pulsed like a living thing. He swept a
bronze cup off the table, sending wine splashing across the floor.

"They dare?" he snarled. "After everything I gave them? Bring the grand elders. Bring Ling Xue.
Bring every captain from those two factions. I want them here before the moon rises. We will settle
this tonight."

The order went out under heavy guard.

Night had fallen by the time the summoned leaders arrived-sixty of the highest- ranking officers
and elders.

Ling Xue walked at the rear with twenty of the Blade Clan's Captains.

The heavy doors slammed shut behind them.

Liu Dai wasted no time. His voice cracked like a whip across the hall.

"Which of you dogs is already sharpening the knife for my neck?" Silence answered.

He jabbed a finger at Grand Elder Feng Zhou of Mount Tai, a mountain of a man whose beard was
streaked with gray. "Your sect has bled for me. Now you whisper about saving your precious
disciples while that demon threatens to wipe your entire mountain clean?"

Feng Zhou's jaw clenched. "My lord, we fight for Yan Province and for you. We won't target your
head. We only wish to return to our sect and fight the enemy."

Liu Dai's eyes snapped to Ling Xue. "And you? General Ling Xue who lost five thousand men to mist
and shadows? You would sell me out to save your Blade Clan?"



Ling Xue held his gaze steady. "The Blade Clan thinks exactly as the Mount Tai elders do. We only
want to return home and fight the true enemy. We will never forget the kindness you gave us,
Governor. We will never betray you."

Liu Dai let out a sharp laugh. “So all of you are thinking the same? You say you will never betray
me... and yet you still claim to be loyal to me?"

"Yes." All of them bowed.

Liu Dai's smile was small and vicious. "Very well. Then prove your loyalty." He raised his hand.
Hundreds of his personal death guard stepped forward, blades already drawn, their faces blank as
executioners. "Take all of them outside. Execute them in front of the camp. Let every man see what
happens to traitors.”

The words landed like a death sentence.

Chaos erupted.

The death guard surged forward to seize the elders, but these were not frightened conscripts.

They were Mount Tai and Puyang Blade Clan warriors, hardened by decades of battle. Feng Zhou,
the grand elder, roared in defiance.

"Governor!" His voice thundered through the hall. "We have not betrayed you-yet here you stand,
betraying us first. We do not want your blood on our hands, but you would take our heads without
cause. Is this not too much?"

Liu Dai's face twisted with pure fury. "Too much?" he screamed, spittle flying. "I gave you

everything—wealth, power, land! made your sects strong! In return, I demand your loyalty, even if
it costs your heads If your skulls can buy. me peace, then why hesitate? Give them to me!"

Steel rang.

Feng Zhou drew his sword in a

blazing arc of qi. The blade sang as it severed a death guard's arm at the shoulder. The man
screamed, blood spraying in a hot arc across the stone floor. Another guard lunged, only to be met
by a Mount Tai elder's palm strike that caved

chest with a sickening crunch.

The elders surged forward like an avalanche of white-hot rage. Tables shattered under the weight
of clashing bodies.

Ancient murals cracked as qi explosions lit the hall in brilliant flashes of blue and gold. Swords
clashed in a storm of sparks. A Puyang Blade Clan captain drove his blade through a guard's throat,
twisting viciously as he roared his defiance. Some of the elders, eyes burning with betrayal, broke
toward Liu Dai himself. But the governor had prepared for this.



From side doors and hidden passages, over a hundred of his most fanatical loyalists poured into the
hall-personal retainers, elite assassins, and hard-eyed warriors who had spilled blood for him in
the shadows for years.

They crashed into the elders like a steel tide.

"Kill them!" Liu Dai bellowed, his voice cracking with madness. "They are traitors! They want to
betray me! Kill them all!"

The war hall descended into pure carnage.

Blades flashed in the torchlight. Qi detonated like thunder. An elder from Mount Tai spun through
three attackers, his sword carving lethal arcs, only to take a spear through the side from behind.

Ling Xue fought at the edge of the storm, her blade a blur as she parried and countered, her heart
pounding with cold fury. She had come here expecting suspicion, not open slaughter.

Blood slicked the floor. Men screamed. The air thickened with the metallic stench of death and the
ozone burn of unleashed qi. A heavy table flipped end over end, crushing two fighters beneath it.

Another elder roared as he was dragged down by sheer numbers, blades rising and falling in brutal
rhythm.

Panic swallowed the room.

Shouts echoed off the walls. Allies turned on each other in the confusion. Someone hurled a chair
that smashed into a torch sconce, sending flames licking across

tapestries.

The once-orderly war hall had become a butcher's yard screams, steel, and
betrayal colliding in a storm of violence that no one could control.

Ling Xue's eyes met those of her Blade Clan captains through the chaos. A single
silent understanding passed between them.

"Get out."

This was no longer a meeting. It was the beginning of the end.

"Out! Now!" she hissed. "All Blade Clan-move!"

They obeyed instantly.

Twenty of Ling Xue's best Blade Clan captains slipped through the side passage like shadows,
blades still dripping, while the war hall behind them dissolved into a slaughterhouse. Steel
screamed against steel. Men roared and died. Liu Dai's voice rose above it all, raw and unhinged.



"Kill them! Kill every last traitor!"

Ling Xue did not look back. She burst into the outer courtyard with her men, boots pounding stone,
the night air cold and sharp against her sweat-slicked skin. Alarm bells shattered the darkness—
wild, frantic clangs rolling across the entire camp like

a death knell.

They kept running.

Outside the mansion walls, the seven thousand Mount Tai and Puyang warriors had already begun
to fracture from the main army. Whole companies peeled away from their tents and cookfires,
forming tight, armed knots near the northern road. No orders needed. The three day ultimatum
had done what the gold bounty never could it made the choice personal. Their sects. Their families.
Their entire way of life. Every man felt the blade at his

own throat.

Ling Xue spotted the main Blade Clan force waiting just beyond the picket lines. Horses stamped
and snorted, already saddled, weapons ready. Faces were hard under torchlight, jaws set, eyes
burning with the same grim purpose she felt in her own chest.

She vaulted into the saddle without slowing. Her voice cracked across the gathering like a whip.

"Collect every one of our people!” she shouted. “We attack Liu Dai now! Whoever dares to stop us-
kill them!"

The words ignited the night.

From the mansion gates behind her, more figures spilled out-bloodied, furious Mount Tai elders
and captains who had fought their way free of the slaughter. They sprinted toward the swelling
ranks, qi still crackling around them, swords bare. One gray-bearded elder, chest heaving, roared
as he reached the line. “Liu Dai killed our own! Cut them down in cold blood! This must not stand—
he's gone mad! All of you—attack now! We take that pig's head tonight!"

Another elder joined the cry, voice shaking with rage. "He turned on us! Our brothers died in there
for nothing! Mount Tai-form up! We end this!"

A Mount Tai captain nearby spat on the ground, eyes blazing. "The old bastard just
tried to execute our grand elder. The sects will not forget this."
The words spread like wildfire through the seven thousand. Blades rasped free.

Horses wheeled. Men who had marched under Liu Dai's banners for years now turned their steel
inward.

No hesitation. No debate. Only the cold, clear knowledge that the man they had followed had just
tried to murder their leaders in their own hall.



Ling Xue raised her sword high. Torchlight flashed along the blade.

"Move!" she commanded.

The ground trembled as seven thousand warriors surged forward in a single,
vengeful wave—straight toward the governor's inner keep.

Alarm bells screamed louder. Loyalist shouts rose in answer. Somewhere ahead,
Liu Dai's fanatics were already forming a desperate line.

The night exploded into open civil war.

And in that moment, the last shred of Liu Dai's army tore itself apart from the inside.
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The governor's mansion in Qingyang had become a slaughterhouse.
Steel rang against steel in the torchlit war hall as seven thousand Mount Tai and Puyang Blade Clan
warriors crashed into Liu Dai's loyalists. The governor's personal guard-three hundred handpicked

killers-met them head-on, but they were outnumbered twenty to one and they knew it.

Ling Xue carved through the chaos like a storm. Her sword flashed low and vicious, opening a
man's throat before he could raise his blade.

Blood sprayed hot across her cheek. She didn't slow. Another guard lunged at her from the side;
she pivoted, drove her elbow into his jaw, and rammed her sword through his ribs.

The man gasped once, eyes wide with shock, then crumpled.
Around her, the hall had turned into pure hell.

Grand Elder Feng Zhou of Mount Tai roared as he split a loyalist's skull with a single downward
strike. Qi exploded from his blade in a blue-white arc that hurled three more men backward like
rag dolls.

Tables shattered. Tapestries burned. Flames licked up the wooden pillars and climbed toward the
rafters.



"Traitors die tonight!" Liu Dai screamed from the far end of the hall, voice cracking with madness.
He stood behind a wall of his best assassins, face purple, spittle flying. "Kill them all!"

But his voice was already drowned out by the roar of seven thousand men who had just watched
some of their own leaders executed in cold blood.

The fighting spilled out of the hall and into the corridors.

Ling Xue led a wedge of Blade Clan captains down a side passage, boots pounding over blood-slick
stone. Loyalists tried to hold a doorway.

She hit them like a battering ram-sword rising and falling in brutal rhythm. One man's arm came
off at the elbow. Another took her blade straight through the eye. She yanked it free and kept

moving.

Smoke thickened. The fire had found the upper floors now. Beams groaned overhead. Somewhere
above them, a section of roof collapsed in a thunderous crash that shook the entire mansion.

Feng Zhou fought his way to the governor's private chambers. Two elite assassins barred the door.
He didn't bother with technique.

He simply drove forward, qi blazing around him like living fire, and smashed straight through
them. His sword took the first man under the chin and lifted him off his feet.

The second died trying to run.

Liu Dai was waiting inside, back pressed to the far wall, a short sword trembling in his grip. For
the first time in years, real fear showed in the governor's eyes.

"You" Liu Dai started.

Feng Zhou didn't let him finish. The grand elder crossed the room in three strides, seized Liu Dai
by the throat, and slammed him against the wall hard enough to crack the plaster.

"You murdered our brothers," Feng Zhou growled, voice low and terrible. "You would have burned
our sects to the ground to save your own skin."

Liu Dai choked, clawing uselessly at the iron grip around his neck. His sword clattered to the floor.

Ling Xue stepped through the broken doorway, breathing hard, face streaked with blood and soot.
She met Feng Zhou's eyes. A single nod passed between them. Feng Zhou's blade rose.

The strike was clean. One swift motion. Liu Dai's head tumbled free and bounced once on the
expensive rug before rolling to a stop.



No one cheered. There was only the crackle of flames and the distant shouts of men still fighting in
the corridors.

They carried the head outside.

By the time the last pockets of resistance inside the mansion had been crushed, the entire building
was an inferno.

Flames roared skyward, painting the night orange and black. Smoke rolled across the camp like a
living thing.

Ling Xue planted Liu Dai's severed head on a spear at the main gate of the governor's compound.
She drove the spear deep into the earth so the face stared out over the sprawling army camp-eyes
open, houth frozen in a final snarl of rage.

Seven thousand warriors formed ranks behind her, silent and grim. The rest of Liu Dai's twenty
thousand soldiers stood frozen in the open ground between the tents, staring up at the burning
mansion and the trophy on the gate.

No one spoke.

The only sound was the roar of the fire and the soft crackle of burning timber Then the sky
changed.

A low hum rolled across the plain-thousands of blades slicing the night air in perfect formation.
Five thousand Wudang disciples descended like silver ghosts, riding their swords in tight,
disciplined ranks. At their head flew a single figure in simple black robes, sword light steady

beneath his feet.

He touched down twenty paces from Ling Xue and the elders, boots settling lightly on the trampled
grass. The rest of the Wudang landed behind him in a ripple of white robes and drawn steel.

Ling Xue's hand tightened on her sword. She didn't recognize the man, but something in the way
he carried himself—the calm certainty in his eyes-made her stomach tighten.

The stranger stepped forward. Torchlight flickered across a young face that looked far too
composed for the carnage around them.

"I am Bai Xiaochun," he said, voice carrying clear and steady across the silent ranks. "City Lord of
Qingshui."

A ripple of shock moved through the camp.

Alex let it settle. His gaze swept over Ling Xue, Feng Zhou, and the bloodied warriors behind them,
then lifted to the thirty-five thousand men still holding weapons in the darkness.



"Yan Province is already ours," he continued. "Every city. Every granary. Every armory. We took it
while you were still loading wagons here And now my Province will fall the Same way. Two
provinces under one rule. Mine."

He gestured toward the burning mansion.

"You've already done the hardest part. You ended the man who dragged you into
this war. Liu Dai is finished."

Alex looked straight at the ranks of soldiers now.

"If you lay down your weapons right now," he said, "no one will touch you. No executions. No
prisons. You will return to your villages, your farms your families. Go back to the lives you had
before la Dai dragged you into his ambition. Work your fields. Raise your children. Nothing will
happen to you. No punishment. No revenge."

He paused, letting the words sink in.

"Those of you who delivered on the bounty notice the ones who helped end this—
will receive exactly what was promised. Gold. Land. Tax exemptions. We keep our
word."

A long silence stretched across the plain.

Alex's voice sliced through the smoke and firelight, calm and cold as steel.

"If you still want to fight,” he called out, “remember this—we have your cities. We
have your families. All of them. Choose now. Stop this fight... or continue straight to your deaths."
The five thousand Wudang disciples behind him answered without a word.

In perfect unison they raised their qi.

A thunderous wave of power rolled across the plain like an invisible storm.

Torch flames bent sideways. Every soldier still holding a weapon felt the crushing weight of it
press against their chests.

Their boss was already dead-his head rotting on a spear for the whole army to
see.
Their cities had fallen. Their families were no longer theirs to protect.

The last scraps of loyalty and courage shattered.
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Ling Xue stared at Alex. Her blade was still dripping. Smoke stung her eyes. She wanted to hate
him-for the mist, for the way he had stolen five thousand of her men without a single fair fight.

But the rage wouldn't come. Only exhaustion, bone-deep and heavy.
A sergeant near the front lowered his spear. Another man followed. Then ten. Then

a hundred. Soon, swords clattered to the dirt by the hundreds, their metallic ring echoing across
the field alongside the steady crackle of the fire.

Ling Xue watched the shift happen in real time. Shoulders slumped. Hands loosened on hilts. Men
looked at one another-not with suspicion now, but with something closer to relief.

One of the Mount Tai captains stepped forward and drove his sword point-first into the earth.

Feng Zhou exhaled slowly, the sound rough in his throat. He met Alex's eyes across the distance
and gave a single, exhausted nod.

The rest of the army broke.

Swords clattered to the ground by the thousands. Men dropped to their knees, not in surrender to
an enemy, but in simple, crushing exhaustion.

Some wept openly.
Others stared at the burning mansion with hollow eyes.

The fire in the governor's mansion roared like a living beast. Flames clawed at the night sky,
sending black smoke rolling across the plain. Liu Dai's severed head stared out from the spear at
the gate, mouth twisted in a final snarl.

It was over. They had lost.

"I am Bai Xiaochun, City Lord of Qingshui," Alex declared. "As of this moment, I am Governor of
Qing Province. Yan Province already belongs to me. Two provinces. One rule."

"I am your new governor. Return to your villages and resume your stations. The new order will be
enacted within the next few days."



Some soldiers began turning away and drifting off. Even in the deep of night, they no longer
wished to remain in this place. One by one, they started walking out.

The Wudang disciples then led the remaining soldiers away, while Alex flew over to Ling Xue and
Grand Elder Feng Zhou of Mount Tai-both figures of immense influence.

Ling Xue stood ten paces away, her face streaked with blood and soot. Beside her loomed Grand
Elder Feng Zhou of Mount Tai, his sword still dripping. The two of them stared at Alex with the
dull, exhausted eyes of people who had just crawled out of hell.

Alex met their gaze without flinching.

He bowed respectfully and spoke with open hospitality. "I am the young sect master of Wudang. I
hold deep respect for the Puyang Blade Clan and Mount Tai. However, from this moment on, I ask
that you follow Wudang's lead in all murim affairs. In return, nothing of yours will change your
lands, your halls, your traditions remain untouched. You keep your homes. You keep your honor.

You need only treat Wudang as your big brother."

Feng Zhou's jaw tightened. His massive frame seemed to swell with the urge to argue. Ling Xue's
hand drifted toward her sword hilt, fingers flexing once before she forced them still.

Alex didn't raise his voice. He didn't need to.

"If you cannot accept this arrangement," he continued, "then every month, you may send your
strongest warrior to challenge Wudang. If you win, you may reclaim your freedom, and Wudang
will listen to you. But if you lose, you will still have to follow Wudang's lead."

A long beat passed.

"We accept," Ling Xue said, her voice rough and weary. "The Blade Clan will honor the Wudang
Sect as big brother. For now."

Feng Zhou's deep voice rolled out like distant thunder. "Mount Tai stands with you. For now."

Alex gave a single nod. No triumph appeared on his face, only cold certainty.

Ling Xue's eyes burned with one final question. "My soldiers... The five thousand you captured in
the mist, and the Mount Tai disciples taken alongside Han Feng- what have you done with them?"

"They're alive," Alex looked straight at her. "Every last one. Unharmed. No torture. No prisons.
They're being held safely in the Wudang training realm. In ten days they

will be returned to you. No one has been harmed. No one will be."

Ling Xue searched his face. She found nothing but truth. The knot in her chest loosened for the first
time since the mist had swallowed her army.



She gave a single sharp nod.

Liu Piao approached through the smoke and firelight. He stopped beside Alex and spoke in a low
voice.

"Young Sect Master," he said, "many of the soldiers have nowhere left to return. No families. No
villages. They're soldiers with nothing. What should we do with them?"

Alex stood motionless for a moment, staring across the thousands of defeated men. Then he
stepped forward. His voice, though quiet, carried across the entire plain with unnatural clarity.

“Listen up,” he called. “If you have no home to go back to—if there's nothing waiting for you but
empty fields and ghosts-raise your hand right now. You will be given a new place among my
soldiers. But first, you will train in the Wudang realm. You will be given new purpose. New skills.
New loyalty. We will fix you."

For a few heartbeats, nothing happened.
Then a single hand rose in the front ranks. Another followed. Then ten. Then a hundred.
Hundreds became thousands.

They were orphans with dead eyes, sons of widows who had nothing left, men whose villages had
been burned to ash years ago, men who had known only war for so long they no longer
remembered peace. Their hands stayed raised, faces hollow but strangely hopeful.

Alex gave a small nod.

From the dark sky above, sleek drones descended in perfect silence. Their running lights cut
through the smoke like predatory stars. Mechanical arms extended, harnesses locked gently around
shoulders and waists. One by one, then in steady groups, the chosen men were lifted off the
ground.

They rose into the night without resistance, bodies dangling beneath the machines as they
vanished upward into the darkness, heading toward the hidden Wudang training realm.

Within minutes, the first several thousand had disappeared into the sky, carried away to be
remade.

Alex turned back to the ten thousand Wudang disciples who had conquered Yan Province the day
before.

“Split into strike teams," Alex ordered, his voice sharp and decisive. "Take control of every
remaining city in Qing Province-the seven major ones. Consolidate the entire province. Every town,
every granary, every gate."

His eyes turned cold, sharp as a blade.

"If anyone dares to resist... kill them."



A heavy silence fell over the five thousand Wudang disciples. Then, as one, they

bowed deeply.

"Yes, Young Sect Master," they answered in unison, their voices ringing with absolute loyalty.
Without another word, they launched skyward.

Five thousand white-robed figures shot into the night on streaks of brilliant sword light, a silver
storm of power and precision. Sleek drones rose with them in perfect formation, engines humming

low and deadly at their backs.

The combined force became a breathtaking river of light and shadow that swept northward across
the darkened sky.

They vanished into the distance within moments, leaving only the crackle of the burning mansion
and the faint echo of their departure behind.

The days blurred into one long, relentless current of work.

Alex sat behind the heavy oak desk in the city lord's mansion in Qingshui, sleeves rolled up, eyes
sharp. Stacks of reports covered every surface.

Maps of the newly conquered provinces lay unrolled across the table, marked with fresh ink lines
and glowing holographic overlays only he and Zhuge Liang could see.

Zhuge Liang stood at his right shoulder, calm as ever, flipping through a thick sheaf of documents.
Messengers came and went in a steadystream-newly sworn officials from Yan Province,
Surrendered captains from Qing, clan elders who had decided survival mattered more than pride.
Each one knelt, offered their loyalty, and left with orders.

“Granaries in Tianyuan are secure,” Zhuge Liang said quietly, tapping one report. "The last eight
cities in Qing Province fell without a fight. Our people are already distributing Gaia bands to the

key administrators."

Alex nodded, rubbing the back of his neck. The weight of two entire provinces pressed on him now,
but it felt right. Necessary.

"Good," he said. "Keep the civilian side smooth. No looting. No revenge killings. We're not here to
burn what we just took."

Zhuge Liang rolled up one of the maps and set it aside. "The two provinces are stabilizing faster
than we projected. But holding them from Qingshui will be inefficient. We're stretched too thin."

Alex's gaze drifted to the large map pinned to the wall. His finger traced a line north.
"Changyi," he said.

Zhuge Liang's eyes sharpened with approval.



"It sits at the crossroads,” Alex continued. "Right between Yan and Qing. Rivers, imperial roads,
and

high ground all meet there. Frommet

Changy we can move troops, supplies, and information to either province in half the time. We'll
control both territories like they're one."
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He looked at Zhuge Liang. "Thoughts?"
The strategist gave a single, decisive nod. "It is the correct move. The officials from

both provinces will welcome it. They already see you as the man who ended the war in a single
night. Relocating the capital will only strengthen their confidence." Word spread through the
mansion within the hour. By evening, every new advisor and elder who had sworn allegiance
voiced the same quiet agreement. But outside these borders, the rest of the Xia Empire had begun
to notice.

Urgent reports raced across the fractured realm on fast horses and encrypted ravens. In smoke-
filled war tents and torchlit council halls, the same message landed on every warlord's table:

“Liu Dai and Qiao Mao are dead. Bai Xiaochun has risen to governor of two provinces."
The question exploded in every chamber.

"Who the hell is Bai Xiaochun?"

The answer came back simple, almost mocking.

"He was the city lord of that backwater town, Qingshui. A useless debauchee. Spent

his days drinking, gambling, and chasing women. Then suddenly the Wudang Sect backed him.
Most people still think he's nothing more than their puppet.”

Far to the east, the empire's two true powers took the news very differently. Gongsun Zan
controlled the young king and the imperial capital itself. His banners

flew over the throne room while the weak monarch sat like a painted doll and eunuchs whispered
in his ear.

Yuan Shao, on the other hand, commanded the loyalty of dozens of warlords and
held vast territories in the north and west. Their rivalry had already torn the empire
in half.

Both men received the report on the same night.



Both reached the same cold conclusion.
Gongsun Zan relaxed into his gilded chair, fingers idly drumming the armrest as a

faint smile crossed his face. "Send the most beautiful women from our province to Bai Xiaochun.
Extend an offer of marriage alliance. Let him select any one he

desires."

Yuan Shao crushed the scroll tightly in his fist, then barked a single, cold laugh. “Prepare the finest
beauties our lands possess. If this so-called governor seeks beauty, we will gift him a wife that
binds him to our cause. Make the offer tonight."

The orders were sent out immediately.

But the two major powers were not

alone in seeking to build a connection. Numerous city lords, sects, and clans also desperately
wanted to forge ties with Bat Xiaochun. They searched high and low, gathering every beautiful

woman they could find in hopes of forming an alliance.
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A long caravan snaked along the ancient imperial road like a silver serpent beneath the blazing
midday sun.

At its head, Alex rode a sleek black stallion, reins resting loosely in his gloved hands. His black
robes, embroidered with a golden flower crest, billowed and snapped in the warm wind.

Behind him stretched an impressive column of officials, elders, and five thousand white-robed
disciples marching in flawless formation. High above, drones hummed silently, invisible to the
naked eye, feeding crisp surveillance overlays directly into his mind.

Zhuge Liang rode beside him.

“Changyi is the only choice. It sits at the exact crossroads of Yan and Qing. Two major rivers meet
here, the imperial highways cross right through the center, and the high ground gives us sightlines
for miles in every direction. Supplies from either province reach us in a day. Troops can pivot
north or south before an enemy even finishes loading wagons. From here we don't just rule two
provinces-we hold them like one fist."



Alex nodded once, gaze fixed on the distant walls of Changyi rising against the blue sky. The city
looked prosperous, its tiled roofs gleaming, banners already fluttering with the white emblem of
Bai.

Passersby on the street stole wary glances at him. Bai Xiaochun could sense their unease, though
he had no idea what exactly they thought of him.

The rumors, however, had already taken on a life of their own. From the lowliest teahouse to the
grandest scholar's study, from local barracks all the way to the capital, the same scandalous tale
was told:

Bai Xiaochun, the young governor of two provinces, was a dissolute wastrel who had lucked his
way into power.

A man who indulged in wine, gambling, and women every night. A shameless gambler who never
paid his debts.

A lecher who thought nothing of pushing through crowds to seize any beauty who caught his eye,
dragging her to his bed without a care for the consequences.

Worse, people whispered he had no standards at all. Any woman. Young, old, stunning, plain-it
didn't matter.

Close friends swore he was the most generous soul alive, as long as the person in front of him wore
a skirt.

He would look her in the eye and declare her the most ravishing creature on earth, then prove it
with his hands and his mouth.

A sex maniac in governor's robes.
The letters had started arriving the day after Liu Dai's head went on the spear. Piles of them.

Scholars from every corner of the two provinces, writing in elegant, furious script, begging the
new governor to reform.

"Your Excellency, if you wish to be remembered as a wise ruler rather than a disgrace, you must
abandon these base habits. The people watch. The empire watches. Change, or lose their hearts
forever."

Alex had read the first few, laughed once, and told Zhuge Liang to file the rest. He had bigger
problems than gossip.

The Wudang training realm was beginning to collapse.



He had once believed it could sustain unlimited growth — endless disciples and soldiers. But the
data was merciless. Each new cultivator drained the realm's energy like a leech.

The once abundant planetary qi had grown thin and weak. Even after strengthening the arrays and
overclocking the formation cores, the results were minimal.

He now had to choose: support many at Foundation Establishment, or concentrate all resources on
a single Nascent Soul cultivator.

A Nascent Soul breakthrough demanded approximately one hundred thousand units
of ambient energy per Foundation Establishment-level cultivator.

At present, he was focused on raising the sect master. If he wanted that breakthrough to succeed,
he could no longer afford to bring in more people.

He had already begun returning all untalented recruits to the outer world.

In the future, the realm would be closed to newcomers. It would become a specialized sanctuary
dedicated solely to nurturing Core Formation and Nascent Soul experts.

In Chanyi City, the people waited nervously to welcome their new governor. The air was thick with
the scent of incense, roasted meat, and nervous sweat. Banners snapped sharply overhead, while

drums rolled ominously in the distance.

Some families had tried to hide their daughters and beautiful wives. Doors stayed bolted. Windows
shuttered.

Beautiful girls were bundled away to cellars or country estates the moment word of the governor's
arrival reached them.

But opportunists were different.
Merchants, minor officials, ambitious clan heads-they saw a once-in-a-lifetime chance.
They dragged every female relative they possessed into the open.

Daughters from twelve to twenty-five stood shoulder to shoulder with aunts, mothers, even
grandmothers.

Young wives stood right beside older wives, all arranged in a neat line by their own husbands. The
deal was simple: if the governor took a fancy to any of them, the husbands were happy to hand her
over — as long as she promised to send money back to the family every now and then.



Some men had decked their wives out in luxurious silks and makeup. Others just pushed their
wives forward in plain, patched-up clothes, praying that desperation and availability would be
enough.

The staff and soldiers tasked with clearing the route had been quietly persuaded— coins changed
hands, favors promised-and the result was breathtaking in its audacity.

The first two rows on either side of the avenue, stretching for nearly a mile, contained nothing but
women.

All ages. All types.
Stunning beauties with porcelain skin and flowing hair stood inches away from plain- faced
matrons and women whose features could curdle milk. The contrast was so complete it looked

staged.

A beautiful young woman near the front-maybe nineteen, dressed in emerald silk that hugged
every curve-turned to the dowdy, middle-aged woman beside her and sneered.

"Look at you. So ugly. How dare you stand in the front row? Aren't you afraid the governor will
vomit blood the moment he sees that face?"

The older woman didn't flinch. She lifted her chin, voice loud enough for half the street to hear.

"What are you worried about? Haven't you heard? Governor Bai has peculiar tastes. They say he
only likes ugly women."

The beauty's mouth fell open in genuine shock.
A third woman leaned in from the other side. "It's true. I heard it from my cousin in Qingshui. The
governor's eyes are... mistaken. He'll call any woman beautiful if she's breathing. Might as well

give the rest of us a chance."

Laughter rippled through the female ranks—some nervous, some triumphant, some bitter.
Arguments broke out in low, heated voices.

A few older women adjusted their hair and pushed forward another inch. Younger ones flushed
with hope or humiliation.

Further back, the men of Changyi watched the spectacle with wide grins and hungry eyes.

Not a single one looked away. For them this was pure entertainment—the new governor's
legendary appetites had turned their city street into the greatest show in the province.

A few elbowed each other, muttering jokes about taking notes.
As Alex rode through the capital gates, he was stunned by the sight before him:

crowds of women of all ages watching him with bright, expectant eyes.



Alex slowed his horse to a walk, eyes sweeping the crowd. He kept his face neutral, but inside he
felt a flicker of disbelief.

"What the hell is this?"

Zhuge Liang, mounted beside him, couldn't hide his shock. "I've never witnessed anything like
this," he muttered. "Your rumors really have arrived before you. What a formidable reputation.
Why not take advantage of it and pick a few of them up? It would only strengthen your name."

Alex's face remained composed, but a cold, amused resolve bloomed within him. Let them whisper.
Let them parade their daughters, their grandmothers, and every wild fantasy they harbor.

“This isn't my life,” Alex thought. He was stuck wearing the face of Bai Xiaochun.
Handsome? Yes. Young? Unfortunately. Faintly arrogant? That was just resting bastard face.

He never wanted to govern two provinces. He never auditioned to become the empire's favorite
scandal. All he'd dreamed of was a cozy, low-key life - slow cultivation, zero warlords, and maybe a
nice garden.

And yet here he was - riding triumphantly into his new capital while the empire whispered "Bai
Xiaochun" the same way people whisper about their shameless uncle at family gatherings.

He got legendary status as a wine-guzzling, debt-dodging, woman-snatching
menace.
Perfect. Just perfect.

Right now he had two provinces and the eyes of the entire Xia Empire watching to see if the puppet
of Wudang would hang himself with his own ambition.

If he reached for more if he showed even a flicker of hunger for the throne— Gongsun Zan and
Yuan Shao would start sending armies.

The scholars already wrote furious letters demanding he reform. The warlords
already laughed.
So let them laugh.

Alex's gaze drifted across the sea of women lining the avenue. Young and old. Beautiful and plain.
Some trembling with hope, others bold enough to meet his eyes and hold them.

A thousand of them would be easy. Ten thousand, if he wanted. He could fill an entire wing of the
new governor's mansion, maybe two.

Governor Bai Xiaochun? That debauched fool? He spends his days in bed and his



nights between thighs. Wudang does the real work. He's harmless.

A cold, amused smile touched Alex's lips.

Perfect.

Let the rumors explode. Let the stories grow teeth.

He halted his stallion and pointed at a beautiful woman. "You. You're coming with
me to the new mansion."

The entire procession looked utterly

absurd. This was supposed to be a grand, stately entrance - banners

waving, troops marching in perfect formation, a majestic ceremony designed to awe the citizens
and showcase just how charismatic and powerful the new Governor Bai truly

was.
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It was totally ruined.

Instead, the new governor was strutting around like a kid turned loose in a candy
store with unlimited credit.

On his very first capital, Bai Xiaochun was already picking women like they were on sale. This
absurd performance. completely lit up his name

step into the new

-turning

the already infamous "Bai Xiaoch into something even more

legendary.

Zhuge Liang rode closer and muttered, “The scholars' petitions arrived this morning.
They're begging you to stop being... well, you."

Alex didn't bother looking at him. His eyes stayed on the women, savoring their
expressions.

"Let them beg," he said quietly. "I'm about to give them fresh material."



He raised his hand theatrically and bellowed:
“I, Bai Xiaochun, upon seeing the beauties of Yan Province, have decided — in

order to honor you all — to build a magnificent mansion that can hold one thousand mistresses! I
will marry a thousand women and become a living legend!"

The street went completely silent.

Shock. Pure, unfiltered shock. Not a single cheer. Not a single clap. Just thousands
of people staring at their new governor like he had lost his mind.

He would build the harem. One thousand women, chosen publicly, shamelessly.
He would throw wild banquets that stretched until dawn. He would happily let the

entire empire brand him as the most shameless, wasteful governor in history. Alex threw his head
back and roared with all his might, "I LOVE WOMEN!!!!"

Several men in the crowd instantly raised their thumbs in fierce approval. A few looked like they
were on the verge of tears — as if they had finally found their spiritual leader.

Bai Xiaochun had officially become a legend among men.

And today, a brand-new legend was born.
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The imperial palace in Chang'an had never felt smaller.

Sunlight slanted through high windows draped in crimson silk, falling across the dragon throne
where a nine-year-old boy sat lost in robes far too large for him.

Liu Xie's feet did not reach the floor. His small hands gripped the carved armrests and his eyes
kept flicking toward the man who truly ruled the empire.

Dong Zhuo filled the hall the way a storm fills the sky.

He occupied the seat beside the throne rather than the throne itself an open declaration that the
boy was emperor in name only.



Gold thread strained across his shoulders. A single finger tapped the lacquered wood in a slow,
deliberate rhythm that made every courtier in the chamber hold his breath.

Li Ru entered without hurry. The advisor's footsteps were soft on the polished stone, his dark
robes immaculate, his posture precise.

In one hand he carried a rolled report sealed with the mark of their southern spies. He stopped at
the proper distance, bowed deeply, and waited for permission to

speak.
"Report," Dong Zhuo said.
Li Ru straightened.

"My lord, the new Governor of Yan Province has reached his chosen capital at Changyi. Our agents
were present for his formal entry. What they witnessed has already spread through every teahouse
and barracks between here and the southern border."

“Bai Xiaochun rode at the head of five thousand Wudang disciples. The streets had been prepared
for a governor's procession-banners, incense, officials in ordered ranks."

"Instead, the avenue was lined with women. Thousands of them. Young and old, beautiful and
plain, wives and daughters and even grandmothers pushed forward by their own families.
Merchants and clan heads had paid bribes to place their women in the front rows. Some offered
their wives outright, hoping for favor in return."

A faint rustle moved through the listening officials. Dong Zhuo's finger stopped tapping.

Li Ru continued without inflection. “Bai Xiaochun halted his horse. He pointed at a young woman
in emerald silk and ordered her brought to his new residence. Then he raised his voice so every
citizen could hear and declared he would build a mansion large enough to house one thousand
mistresses. He announced he would marry a thousand women and become a living legend. His
exact words were, 'I love women.' Several men in the crowd cheered."

Dong Zhuo stared for a long moment. Then a low, rolling laugh broke from his chest. It grew
louder, echoing off the carved pillars until the boy on the throne flinched.

"He truly lives up to the name," Dong Zhuo said, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. "A
thousand wives. The little governor wants a harem that could empty a province."

Li Ru inclined his head. "There is more, my lord. Bai Xiaochun has refined the rumor himself. He
publicly stated he will accept no woman older than twenty-five and no woman already married. His
selection is limited to those between twelve and twenty- five. He called younger beauty unmatched
and said nothing else could compare."



In the Xia Empire, a girl became eligible for marriage the moment she experienced her first
bleeding. Twelve was legal. The law had stood for centuries. Still, hearing it stated so plainly in the
imperial hall made several officials shift their weight.

Dong Zhuo laughed again, harder this time. The sound was genuine, but his eyes remained cold.

“He upgrades his own legend while he builds it. Bold. Or mad." He leaned forward, the chair
creaking. "And his army? His new soldiers from the conquered provinces? What does the governor
do with thirty-five thousand men who just watched their master's head mounted on a spear?"

Li Ru's tone did not change. "He has demobilized the majority. Most were ordered to return to
their villages and fields. Those without homes or families were offered new purpose under Wudang
training, but the bulk of the force has been sent back to farming. He appears to place his full trust
in the Wudang Sect's disciples and whatever methods they employ. He does not seem interested in
maintaining a large standing army of his own."

Dong Zhuo sat back. For several heartbeats the only sound was the soft crackle of incense burners.
Then he shook his head, still smiling.

"A governor who conquers two provinces in a single campaign and immediately sends his soldiers
home to plant rice. Either he is the greatest fool the empire has ever seen, or he is something far
more dangerous wearing a fool's mask." He waved a hand. "Enough. Let the southern boy play with
his women and his sect. We have real threats to consider. What of Yuan Shao?"

Li Ru's expression did not shift, but the air in the hall tightened.

"Yuan Shao has formed a coalition to 'rescue' the Emperor. Seven warlords have already pledged
themselves. They are gathering forces and supplies. Their stated purpose is to march on Chang'an
and remove you, my lord."

Dong Zhuo's smile faded. He rose slowly. The boy on the throne shrank back without meaning to.
"Seven," Dong Zhuo said. "How many we have?"

Li Ru answered, “We have five warlords who are loyal to us and ready to move under your
command. However, I do not believe Yuan Shao will attack anytime soon. He moves with great
caution. The man is no fool-he knows you hold both the capital and the Emperor. He will not strike
until he is certain the moment is perfect."

Dong Zhuo began to pace, boots striking the stone in heavy rhythm. "And the other provinces? Yan,
Xu, Jing, Yi, Liang-have they joined this noble coalition?"

"No, my lord. They have declared neutrality. Governor Bai Xiaochun of Yan and the governors of
the other four have stated they will answer only to whoever ultimately holds the throne. For now
they claim their hands are full with the remnants of the Yellow Turban rebellion, the Accent floods
and the famine that still starves their people. They ask to be left in peace while they restore



order."
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Dong Zhuo stopped pacing. He looked at the boy on the throne, then at the advisors

who waited in perfect stillness.

"Wise of them," he said quietly. "Or cowardly. Either way, it buys us time."

His gaze returned to Li Ru. "Keep every eye on Yuan Shao's coalition. I want daily reports. If any of
those seven warlords so much as moves a single company of troops without my knowledge, I want
to hearof it before the dust settles on their boots. And send fresh agents south. I want to know
everything about this Bar Xiaochun his true strength, his true intentions, and whether that
ridiculous harem is a mask or simple stupidity. Underestimate no one who takes two provinces
without losing men."

Li Ru bowed again. "It will be done, my lord."

He waved a hand.

"Next report."

The hall exhaled as one. Outside, the wind moved through the banners of Chang'an, carrying
rumors south toward Changyi and north toward the gathering storm.

In the north, Yuan Shao sat in the war room of his headquarters, the largest warlord
in Xia with four provinces under his banners. Maps covered the long table, weighted
at the corners by daggers and half-empty cups.

Messengers came and went in a steady stream, boots scraping stone. When the latest report from
the south arrived, the room fell quiet.

Yuan Shao listened without interruption. His face remained unreadable, the face of a man who had
already survived too many betrayals to show surprise. When the messenger finished, Yuan Shao
leaned back in his chair. One finger tapped the edge of the map near the southern provinces.

"We still do not know what this Bai Xiaochun truly is," he said at last.

"A man who seizes two provinces in days could be a cunning player wearing the mask of a fool. Or
he could simply be lucky, propped up by the Wudang Sect and nothing more. Either way, I want our
people watching him closely. If he shows any sign of siding with Dong Zhuo, or if he begins
reaching for real power beyond his

borders, destroy him."

His advisors exchanged glances but said nothing. Yuan Shao's orders were never repeated twice.



Far to the south and east, in the crowded headquarters of the Yellow Turbans, the same report
landed like oil on fire.

The great rebel army numbered more than two million souls-peasants, refugees, and broken men
who had lost everything to taxes, floods, and the corruption rotting

the capital.

Their leaders gathered in a vast torch-lit hall thick with the smell of sweat, smoke, and unwashed
bodies. A single runner read the news aloud from a crumpled scroll.

When he finished, a heavy silence held for three heartbeats.

Then the leader of the local command rose. His face was gaunt from hunger and hardship, but his
eyes burned. He slammed a fist onto the rough wooden table hard enough to make the cups jump.

"That arrogant bastard of a governor," he snarled. "While our people starve and die in the fields,
while families sell their daughters for a handful of grain, this dog sits in his new capital and
declares he will build a palace for a thousand whores." "He takes two provinces and immediately
sends his soldiers home to plant rice and chase women. He steps on the common people without a
second thought, drunk on

his own desires. This is the face of every corrupt official who has ground us into the

dirt!"

A low growl rolled through the crowd.

The leader's voice rose, raw and

fierce. "We will not let this insult stand. We will strike his provinces We will burn his so-called
mansion to the ground and show every governor in this rotting empire what happens when they
treat the people like cattle. Bai Xiaochun thinks he can play at ruling while the rest of us suffer?
Let him learn the price of his arrogance!”

The roar that followed shook the rafters. Thousands of voices rose at once-fists pounding tables,

feet stamping earth, the raw, desperate sound of men and women who had nothing left to lose.
Torches flickered wildly. Outside the hall, more voices took up the cry and carried it into the night.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 658[
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Alex stood at the central window, hands clasped behind his back. Below him, Changyi moved with
the cautious energy of a city still learning who its new master



was.

Zhuge Liang stood a respectful pace to his right, a stack of reports in one hand and a faint crease
between his brows.

"Governor," Zhuge Liang said quietly, “are you certain about sending the soldiers into the fields?"
Alex did not turn.

"Not exactly as you mean it. A strong country is built on steady food first. Trade follows
abundance. Content people come after that. Right now our farmlands are fragile because the
Yellow River has never been properly tamed. The soldiers we kept will not simply plant rice. They
will build dikes, strengthen flood controls, and expand irrigation channels along the river's course.
Those works will prevent disasters and make the plains reliable. That is the foundation of real
wealth."

He finally glanced at Zhuge Liang. “Our drones and the Gaia network will make the work faster and
more precise than anything this land has seen."

Alex knew, Prussia's engineering methods are not difficult to adapt here. Xia is underdeveloped
because its people have poured every resource into personal cultivation and forgotten the basic
welfare of ordinary citizens.

He will fix that imbalance.
Zhuge Liang was silent for a moment.

"It is a sound long-term plan. Food production will rise. But without a standing army, the other
warlords will see weakness. They will test us."

Alex's mouth curved in a small, knowing smile. "Let them test. When they move, we will have the
perfect reason to take what they offer. Self-defense is always the cleanest justification."

Zhuge Liang studied the younger man's profile. Bai Xiaochun—the laughing, woman-chasing fool
who had stood in the street and shouted that he loved women -was nowhere in this room.

In his place stood a man who thought three moves ahead and was willing to appear harmless while
he built something permanent.

Zhuge Liang stroked his beard, his expression thoughtful. "A calculated move. By disbanding most
of the army, you demonstrate to the empire that your ambitions are limited. You do not seek the
throne, nor do you intend endless war. This will ease the suspicions of the other powers and grant
us time to consolidate our strength."

"Yet there is still one major obstacle-manpower. Even if we combine the demobilized soldiers with
new volunteers, we lack the numbers needed to execute your plans along the river on the scale you
desire."



Alex turned fully from the window. His expression was thoughtful, almost gentle, but his eyes were
sharp.

"I have heard that large numbers of people are still joining the Yellow Turban rebels across the
empire. Is that correct?"

"Yes, Governor." Zhuge Liang said. "The reasons are well known. Heavy taxes and land
concentrated in the hands of the wealthy have turned many peasants into landless tenants or
refugees. Natural disasters-floods, droughts, famines, and epidemics—have struck with almost no
relief from the court."

"Political corruption runs deep. Dong Zhuo himself dominates the capital through the puppet
Emperor Liu Xie, selling offices and squeezing the people dry. Faith in the central government has
collapsed in many regions. The rebels offer food, purpose, and the promise of change."

Alex's smile returned, quiet and satisfied. "Then we have our free labor force."

Zhuge Liang's expression didn't change, but there was a glint of understanding in his eyes.

"You don't intend to crush the Yellow Turbans outright," he said quietly. "You want them to come
to us. Let them attack, bleed themselves against our defenses... and then take the survivors as
slaves to work the river."

Alex nodded.

Zhuge Liang sighed. “Fine. Let's assume it goes exactly as you said. What then?”

Alex turned from the window and crossed to the wide table where maps of Yan and Qing lay
unrolled beside stacks of reports.

"While the river works begin, we will not stop there. I want a complete plan for both provinces.
Agriculture first. We introduce improved iron plows and teach proper crop rotation."

"We develop better fertilizers from what the land already gives us and introduce higher-yielding
seed varieties suited to these soils. At the same time we expand the irrigation canals the soldiers
are already building."

"The drones will survey every field and the Gaia network will let us track water flow and soil
conditions in real time. A single season of proper water management will do more for these plains
than ten years of scattered cultivation."

Zhuge Liang stepped closer to the table, eyes moving across the maps as he listened.

"Transport next,” Alex continued. "We dig new canals where the land allows and repair the old
ones. We strengthen the roads that link the major towns and improve the ports along the Yellow
River so grain and goods can move quickly to other regions."



"Trade is useless if it cannot reach the people who need it. Reduce internal tariffs between our own
cities for the first two years. Let merchants move freely. The short- term loss in revenue will be
repaid many times over when markets grow and more people bring their goods here."

He tapped one of the maps near the river.

"Handicrafts, and trade must be encouraged at the same time. Silk production, better iron and
bronze tools, pottery-these are things our people already know how to make. We give them
organized markets fair weights and measures, and protection from bandits. When the roads and
canals are finished, these goods will flow outward and bring wealth back in."

Zhuge Liang nodded slowly. "Lowering taxes at the start will draw migrants and merchants who
have suffered under heavier hands elsewhere. But we must be careful not to starve the treasury
while we build."

"That is why we invest in the people who collect the taxes,” Alex said. "We train a new group of

themefficient collection and we punish corruption the moment it appears. The Gaia bands will let
us see the numbers as they are reported, not as someone wishes them to be. Fair governance is not
charity. It is the only way to keep revenue steady without driving the people into rebellion."

officials honest ones. We teach et
He moved to another section of the map, near the hills.

"We also develop what the land gives us. Nearby deposits of iron and salt will be opened under
careful oversight. The iron will feed better tools for farmers and, when the time comes, equipment
for defense. Nothing is wasted."

Zhuge Liang's voice was quiet but steady. "And defense?"

Alex replied without emotion, "The drones will take care of it. They stay hidden and strike only
when needed. We'll keep our defenses weak on purpose — let the rebels think we're vulnerable.
Once they attack, we capture them and put them to work."

"We will also push population growth aggressively. Commoners

should marry as many women as

they can support. The rich who keep

only a few wives will be taxed heavily until they take more. Harems wift be encouraged among the
wealthy. And if any wife dares to

object, the law will allow her

husband to discard her with



nothing."
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Zhuge Liang was quiet for a moment. Then he asked, "How many wives are you expecting?"

Alex met his gaze without hesitation. “A rich man must have at least twenty wives. Even poor men
should have no fewer than two or three."

Zhuge Liang's fingers tightened slightly around his fan. He gave a slow, reluctant
nod.

"You are not merely planning to govern a province,” he said at last. “You are planning to reshape
an entire generation in one stroke. It is ambitious... and each piece supports the others. If we can
hold steady for even three years, no one will be able to ignore what we have built here."

Alex's voice remained calm.

"Three years is too long," he replied. "We will finish everything in one year."

News of the new marriage law swept through the province with terrifying speed. In the cities, men
gathered in groups, laughing and toasting to Governor Bai Xiaochun's wisdom, calling him a sage

who understood the natural order of the world.

In the villages, some even began offering incense in his honor. Yet behind closed doors, the women
seethed. In kitchens, bedrooms, and quiet corners, Bai Xiaochun's name was spat out like poison.
To them, he was not a governor — he was a demon who had just legalized their suffering.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 659[
2,217 words ]

A month had slipped past since the day Alex rode into Changyi at the head of five thousand Wudang
disciples.

The rumors still burned through every teahouse and barracks in the two provinces. But the
compound that had once served as the province's primary military training ground now bore
almost no resemblance to its former self.

What had been a place of sweat, steel, and shouted orders had become something else entirely: a
palace built for silk, perfume, and the legend of a governor lost to his own appetites.

Alex walked the central avenue with measured steps. At his side walked Zhuge Liang.



"A month, my lord," he said quietly. "The renovations are finished. Every hall, every private wing,
every courtyard has been prepared exactly as you instructed. And in that time we have done as you
commanded."

"We opened recruitment to every merchant, every clan head, every family in Yan and Qing that
possessed a daughter or woman of notable beauty. Every woman slave we could find. Some came
willingly, hoping for gold or favor. Others came because they had little choice left to them."

Alex let a slow, easy smile touch his lips.

Every rumor that spread because of this place bought him time.

Time to let his enemies grow comfortable laughing at the foolish young governor who had
conquered two provinces and immediately built himself a harem.

He gave a short, genuine-sounding laugh.

"Who in this world," he said lightly, "does not like beautiful women?"

They passed beneath the final archway and stepped into the great central hall.
The sight that met them was staggering.

More than fifteen hundred women stood in ordered ranks across the vast polished floor.

The air was thick with the mingled scents of jasmine, sandalwood, and the sharper, human note of
nervous perspiration.

Some of the women were barely more than girls, their figures still slender, their eyes wide with
the uncertainty of youth. Others stood in the full bloom of their early twenties, curves and
confidence displayed with varying degrees of pride or resignation.

Hair like midnight waterfalls framed faces of every variation — skin like porcelain, skin like warm
honey, eyes dark as polished obsidian or bright with hidden fire.

Alex's gaze moved slowly across the assembly, missing nothing.
Near the front stood a girl who could not have seen more than sixteen summers.

Her hair was pinned with simple jade, her skin pale and flawless. She kept her eyes lowered, her
hands clasped tightly before her. There was a softness to her — a gentle, almost fragile kindness
that seemed to radiate even through her fear.

She looked like someone who had spent her life trying to be small, to be good, to be worthy of
being kept.



Beside her stood a taller woman, perhaps twenty-two, whose posture was straight as a drawn
sword. High cheekbones, a cool and measuring gaze, a mouth set in a line that suggested she had
already decided she would survive whatever came next.

Further along the line, a woman with generous curves and a warm, practiced smile tried to catch
his attention with a subtle tilt of her head and a glance from beneath lowered lashes.

She radiated invitation, the kind of easy sensuality that had likely been cultivated for years.
Next to her, a slender beauty with delicate wrists and pale, almost translucent skin looked as
though a strong wind might carry her away. Her eyes were large and luminous, but there was a

fragility there that spoke of recent loss — a fallen noble house, perhaps, or a family that could no
longer protect its own.

Some faces shone with genuine hope.

Others were carefully blank, the expressions of women who had learned that showing too much
feeling was dangerous.

All of them waited.

Zhuge Liang's voice was low beside Alex. "Since you instructed me not to concern myself with cost,
I purchased every woman offered. I turned none away. The treasury has felt the strain, but it will
recover."

Alex nodded once. "It seems we have quite the collection."
He stepped forward into the center of the hall. The collective shift of fifteen hundred bodies was
audible — the soft rustle of silk, the faint intake of breath, the almost imperceptible tremor that

ran through the ranks.

A few of the youngest women trembled visibly. Others straightened, lifting their chins. The air
itself seemed to tighten.

Alex let the moment stretch. Then his voice cut through the hall, clear and unhurried.

“Listen to me,” he said. “All of you have already signed the contracts. From this moment, you
belong to me."

A ripple of sound moved through the ranks — a sharp intake of breath here, a stifled sob there. The
gentle girl near the front went very still, her hands tightening until her knuckles showed white.
The tall woman with the cool gaze simply lifted her chin a fraction higher.

"You will be trained to become real women," Alex continued. "Women who know how to serve.
How to move. How to speak. How to make a man forget every other thought in his head."



"From the fifteen hundreds of you standing here, those who pass every test will be chosen as my
wives. Those who do not will still have a place. You will be given work helping the people of these
provinces - useful work, honest work. But make no mistake. The training begins now. And it will be
merciless."

He paused, letting the weight of it settle.

"We will start with the Gaia bands," he said. "They will help you perfect every skill you are taught.
In a few months — a year at most — we will see who rises and who falls behind. Begin."

Attendants glided through the hall, handing out sleek, almost invisible bands. The women took
them and applied the devices to the nape of their necks, allowing the bands to connect directly to
the brain.

Training began that same afternoon.

The palace, once a military compound, now rang with a different kind of discipline. In the sunlit
courtyards, groups of women practiced walking.

Instructors — stern older women brought in from the capital's old noble houses corrected every
step. "Lotus steps,” one snapped. “Small. Precise. Your hips sway, but your upper body remains
still. You are not a farmer's daughter stomping through mud. You are silk in the wind."

The gentle girl — the one with the jade pins and soft eyes — tried again and again. Her steps were
too wide at first, too hesitant. Sweat beaded on her forehead.

An instructor tapped her shoulder with a folded fan. "Again. Chin down. Eyes lowered, but not
empty. You are shy, not frightened. There is a difference."

By the third day her movements had begun to change. The sway became natural. The mystery
appeared in the way she glanced up through her lashes and then away.

In the music pavilion, the sound of guqin strings drifted like smoke. Women sat in perfect rows,
fingers learning the ancient positions. The pipa came next - faster, more passionate.

Then the soft, heartbreaking songs. An instructor demonstrated a melody meant to make a man
remember his first love and feel lonely in the same breath. "Sing as if your heart is breaking," she
said. "Even if it is not. Especially if it is not."

The woman with the warm smile and generous curves took to singing quickly. Her voice was low
and husky, the kind that made instructors pause and nod.

She practiced the sad songs until even the other trainees grew quiet when she sang. The cool-eyed
woman, meanwhile, attacked the guqin with focused intensity. Her notes were precise, controlled.
She was not trying to move hearts yet. She was mastering the weapon.

Dance halls echoed with the rustle of wide sleeves and the soft slap of slippers on polished wood.
Sleeve dances. Court dances. Dances that told stories without words.



Instructors drilled posture until spines ached. "Your body must speak even when your mouth is
silent,” one said. “A lifted shoulder can promise more than any poem. A lowered gaze can command
aroom."

The fragile-looking woman with pale skin struggled at first with the physical demands. Her arms
trembled during the long sleeve movements. But she persisted.

By the end of the first week her movements had acquired a haunting, ethereal quality that made
even the instructors watch longer than necessary. She danced like someone who had already lost
everything and had nothing left to fear. Etiquette chambers smelled of tea and beeswax. Women
learned how to pour wine so the liquid caught the light. How to laugh behind a sleeve without
showing teeth. How to sit so that even in stillness they appeared graceful. How to serve a man
without ever seeming to serve. The gentle girl absorbed these lessons like a sponge. She had been
raised to be quiet and useful. Now she was being taught to be quiet and powerful.

In quieter rooms, conversation and intellect were sharpened. Poetry. History. The subtle art of
saying one thing while meaning another. Instructors drilled them on listening — truly listening —

so they could later repeat a man's own words back to him and make him feel understood.

"A man will tell you everything if you make him feel like the only person in the room," an old
instructor said. "Your job is to become that room."

The cool-eyed woman excelled here. She asked sharp questions. She remembered details. When
instructors tested them on political gossip from the capital, she was often the first to piece
together the hidden meanings. She was already thinking like a player, not a piece.

Seduction was taught with clinical precision.

Eye contact that lingered half a second too long. The tilt of a head. The brush of fingers when
offering a cup. How to create jealousy without ever seeming to try.

How to be warm one moment and distant the next until a man chased the warmth. "You are not
giving yourself," the instructor said. "You are renting the idea of yourself. And you set the price.”

Some of the bolder women practiced on each other first, laughing nervously when they got it
wrong. The warm-smiled singer turned out to have a natural talent for it.

She could make a practice partner blush with nothing more than a lowered voice and a single well-
timed glance. The gentle girl, surprisingly, was also effective - her shyness read as genuine
innocence, which made the calculated moments hit harder.

Physical training happened at dawn. Light martial forms mixed with flexibility work.

Breathing exercises that steadied the heart and sharpened the mind. The goal was not battlefield
strength.

It was resilience, grace under pressure, and the ability to maintain beauty and health even under
strain.

The Gaia bands monitored heart rates, suggested corrections, and — some



whispered — subtly enhanced skin and vitality over time.

By the end of the first month the palace had changed. The women moved differently. Spoke
differently. Even the air felt charged. What had begun as a collection of frightened, hopeful, and
opportunistic girls was slowly becoming something sharper. Something dangerous wrapped in silk.

Late one evening, after the last training sessions had ended, Alex stood on a private balcony
overlooking the main courtyard.

Below, a few dedicated women still practiced under the lanterns — sleeve dances

turning the night air into flowing color. Zhuge Liang joined him without being summoned.
"You are not simply building a harem, my lord," the strategist said quietly. It was not

a question.

Alex did not look at him. His eyes stayed on the dancers below.

"No," he said. "Tam building something far more useful. Beautiful

women who can walk into any court, any warlord's tent, any merchant's inner chamber and be
welcomed. Women who can listen, remember, and report. Women who can make a man trust them
with his secrets and then make him believe it was his own idea."

He finally turned his head. His expression was calm, but his eyes were cold.
can refuse a beautiful

"No man can

woman who truly knows how to

listen," Alex said. "We will weaponize

will
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that truth. These women infiltrate every corner of Xia-places armies can't reach. They will collect
secrets that traditional spies never could. Some will operate as sleeper

cells spies assets or whatever tol serves our purpose. And when the moment arrives, they will turn
influential foreign men into unwitting informants, without them ever

suspecting a thing."

Zhuge Liang was silent for a long moment. Then he gave a slow, deliberate nod.



"A network of silk and whispers,” he said. "The empire has seen harems before. It
has never seen one used like this."

Alex's mouth curved in the smallest of smiles.

"Exactly," he said. “Keep recruiting as many women as you can. Once some of them

finish their training, we'll secretly dispatch them to the other provinces. Keep the pipeline flowing
until we have the entire kingdom of Xia under our control."

Alex was once the king of Estoria. He knew exactly what to do. Combining Prussia's

refined art of seduction with the breathtaking beauty of Xia women, he was certain no Xia man
could resist them.

Well, except for the gay and impotent ones, of course. Fortunately, there weren't many of those.

Below them, one of the dancers - the cool-eyed woman— executed a perfect turn, her sleeves
flaring like dark wings. For a moment she looked up toward the balcony. Their eyes met across the
distance. She did not smile. She simply held his gaze for

one heartbeat longer than necessary, then looked away as if it had been nothing at
all.

Alex watched her go.

The first weapons were already taking shape.

They would prove to be the deadliest weapon against all men alive.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 660[
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Alex stood at the tall window of the governor's private study, the city of Changyi spread below like
a living map.

Lanterns glowed in the evening haze. Behind him, Zhuge Liang waited in silence.

"The projects will continue without me," Alex said. "The dikes. The irrigation. The roads. Gaia will
monitor the numbers. You will handle the officials. If any man steals or delays, punish him
publicly. Make an example once. After that, they will remember."



"Your name is already ruined thanks to those thousand women. This might make it worse."

Alex smiled coldly. "Perfect. Warlords are everywhere. If the masses want to despise me and
spread tales of my cruelty, who am I to disappoint them? Let's hand them more ammunition.

A\

Zhuge Liang inclined his head. "And the Yellow Turbans?"

"I've prepared everything for our guests," Alex said with a smirk. "Truth be told, I'm already
bored. They crawl like snails. But you needn't concern yourself. When they finally reach our
perimeter, Gaia will activate its defenses.” Alex turned.

"Where would you like to go, sir?" Zhuge Liang asked.

"I will enter closed cultivation in the Wudang training realm," he said. The dim lamplight etched
deep lines into his youthful features. "Right now, only strength matters. Everything else is
meaningless noise."

He did not need to say more. They both understood the truth that governed this world: titles,
armies, even the loyalty of five thousand white-robed disciples meant nothing if the man at the
center could be cut down by someone who had walked further along the path of power. Core
Formation was no longer enough. Not against what was coming.

That night, Alex left the mansion through a side gate that no one watched.

He crossed into the Wudang training realm through a hidden array only he and Zhuge Liang knew
existed.

The air inside the realm felt thinner than it had a month ago, the planetary qi already stretched by
the demands of too many disciples.

He did not care. He would take what remained and make it his.

Deep in the northern mountains of the realm, far from the main training grounds, a narrow cave
waited.

He had prepared it weeks earlier-simple stone, a narrow stream that trickled along one wall, faint
veins of luminous crystal that gave just enough light to see by.

Alex sealed the entrance behind him with a formation that would admit no one else. Then he sat
cross-legged on the cold stone, back straight, hands resting on his knees.

Five glowing Elemental Cores rotated slowly within his dantian, pulsing like a powerful second
heart-dense, heavy, and still settling from the turbulence of his recent breakthrough.

He could feel the edges of it, the way it pressed against his meridians, demanding more. Nascent
Soul was years away if he was careful. Sooner if he was ruthless.



He closed his eyes and began to circulate qi.

Outside, in the two provinces he now ruled, the rumors spread exactly as he and Zhuge Liang had
planned.

“Bai Xiaochun has locked himself inside that new pleasure palace,” the merchants whispered in the
teahouses of Changyi. “They say he has not left his bed in weeks. A thousand women and he still
wants more."

"Yeah, and I've heard he punishes people on a whim, without caring at all. He loves showing his
cruel side. He's honestly the worst governor we've ever had."

The story traveled faster than any caravan. It reached the border forts, the river towns, the villages
still rebuilding after floods.

Scholars who had once written furious letters now shook their heads in private and muttered that
the young governor had finally shown his true colors.

Warlords in distant provinces chuckled over their wine and labeled him a useful fool. Even the
Yellow Turban scouts who crept across the border caught wind of the stories and carried them
back the new. governor of Yan and Qing was drowning in silk and perfume.

To make matters worse, he was cruel to his citizens — an unforgivable sin.

While the rumors quietly did their work, the women from Bai Xiaochun's harem mansion stirred
into action.

They traveled in small groups of three or four, dressed in simple but elegant traveling robes that
still managed to look expensive. Their hair was pinned with quiet jade or silver.

Their steps were small, precise, the lotus gait the instructors had drilled into them until it became
second nature.

They spoke softly when they spoke at all. They smiled rarely, and when they did, it was the kind of
smile that made men forget what they had been about to say.

In a market town along the old imperial highway, a group of them stopped to buy silk thread.
Within minutes a crowd had

gathered. Men pretended to

examine polts of cloth they had no

intention of buying. Women watched



from behind fans or from the shadows of doorways eyes sharp with something between envy and
hunger.

One local girl-barely seventeen, the daughter of a minor cloth merchant-stepped forward without
thinking.

She tried to copy the way the tallest of the travelers held her shoulders, the way her chin lifted just
enough to suggest she belonged to a world the rest of them could only glimpse.

The harem woman noticed. She turned her head a fraction, met the girl's eyes for one heartbeat,
and gave the smallest nod of approval.

The girl flushed to the roots of her hair. That night she practiced the posture in front of a cracked
bronze mirror until her mother scolded her for wasting lamp oil.

Similar scenes played out across

both provinces. In one village a farmer's wife watched a pair of the travelers pass and later spent
three, days altering an old festival robe to hang the way theirs had hung.

In another town, two young men got into a fistfight over which of them had the right

to carry a harem woman's parcel for ten paces. The woman had not even looked at either of them.
The whispers changed.

"They walk like they have never known mud."

"Governor Bai keeps goddesses, not women."

"Look at them. That is what real refinement looks like."

Within a month the effect was visible in the streets. More women wore their hair in

the new style. More men walked with straighter spines when they thought someone might be
watching.

Merchants began stocking lighter silks and finer hairpins. A perfumer in Changyi named a new
scent "White Flower" and sold out in three days.

Almost overnight, the standard of beauty in the two provinces climbed higher. Men became more
motivated at the sight of lovely women and poured in extra effort to win their hearts and affection.

In the shadowed corners of the provinces, the worship of a single man grew in secret.

"Oh Lord Bai Xiaochun, greatest among men! Grant us your divine power to make thousands of
women kneel before you. We beg you - spare some for us!"



In the dead of night, ten thousand Yellow Turban rebels finally arrived at the edge of the two
provinces.

The leader raised his sword and roared, "We will cut off that pig Bai Xiaochun's head, burn his
luxurious mansion to ashes, and make him feel the fury of the people!"

"YES!!!" the rebels thundered back. They charged ahead, pouring across the border.
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The moon hid behind thick clouds, leaving the borderlands in absolute blackness. A perfect night
for thieves and rebels.

Thousands of Yellow Turbans moved like a dark tide across the dry fields outside Willowbrook, the
outermost town in Yan Province.

Most of the rebels were peasants-gaunt, hollow-cheeked, and half-starved. They marched with
little more than rusty sickles, crude spears fashioned from farming poles, and a handful of stolen
swords.

That was why they moved so slowly.
At their head rode their leader, the wiry cultivator Zhang Hu, perched atop a gaunt horse.
Torchlight danced across his face as he raised the flame high, his eyes blazing with years of

accumulated fury.

"Burn everything in this village and the next!" he snarled, glancing back at his ragged army. "Take
what you can carry. Leave the rest in ashes. All the way to Changyi-we burn them all!"

A savage cheer rose from the mob. They had done this before. Villages fell easily when the central
government was rotten and the local lords were weak. Tonight would be no different.

They swept forward, torches flickering like a thousand angry eyes.
Suddenly, powerful jets of water exploded from the darkness above. They struck the torches with
cold, mechanical precision, extinguishing the flames in sharp bursts of hissing steam. One by one,

the lights vanished.

"What in the hells is this?" Zhang Hu roared, wheeling his gaunt horse in a tight circle. "Why are
the lights dying?!"

"I don't know, leader," one peasant stammered, voice trembling. "It might just be a passing
shower!"



"Light more torches now!" Zhang Hu snarled, his voice cutting through the sudden darkness. "We
keep moving-no matter what!"

His men scrambled to obey, but every new flame met the same invisible assault. Water hammered
down from nowhere, targeting the light.

In the rear ranks, something else began to happen in the darkness.

Men vanished.

Not dramatically. Not with screams. One moment a rebel stood clutching his torch, the next he was
gone-pulled silently into the night by shadows that moved faster than human eyes could track.

Ten thousand drones, their stealth fields fully active, drifted like ghosts above and between the
disorganized horde.

Each one fired a single sleeping dart into the back of a neck, then scooped up the collapsing body
before it could hit the ground. The machines worked in perfect silence, their engines barely a
whisper against the wind.

The rebel column continued to shrink unnoticed by those at the front.

"Sir!” someone with sharper awareness shouted. “I think some of our people are gone. We can't
hear their footsteps anymore!"

"What?" Zhang Hu barked, still shouting orders, his voice turning hoarse. "Stay quiet and keep
together!"

He struck another torch alight himself. It was instantly snuffed out by a focused jet of water.

Then he felt it—something was truly wrong. "Everyone, be careful!" he growled. "The governor's
dogs are cowards. They won't face us in open battle!"

Rage twisted his features as he wheeled around to rally the men.
Yet the field behind him was almost empty.

Hundreds had already disappeared. Then thousands. The once-mighty wave of rebels had been
reduced to scattered pockets of confused men staring at one another in growing panic.

The night felt heavier now, thicker, as if the darkness itself had teeth.



"What... where are they?" Zhang Hu whispered. His cultivator senses finally screamed danger. He
drew his sword, qi flaring around the blade in a faint blue glow. "Show yourselves!"

A single drone broke camouflage twenty paces away and fired.

The sleeping needle flashed through the air.

Zhang Hu's blade moved in a blur, knocking it aside with a sharp clang.

"Pathetic!" he laughed, wild and furious. "Is this the best the so-called governor can
A thousand more drones revealed themselves at once.

The air filled with a deadly whisper-the sound of thousand needles launching in coordinated
waves. They came from every direction, a storm of tiny steel points glinting faintly in the starless
night.

Zhang Hu became a whirlwind. His sword danced in wide arcs, qi exploding outward as he tried to
deflect the impossible barrage. Metal rang against metal in a continuous metallic frenzy.

He shattered dozens. Then hundreds. Sweat poured down his face. His arms burned. His breathing
grew ragged.

But the drones never stopped.

They adjusted angles, anticipated his movements, and fired in overlapping patterns designed to
overwhelm even a Core Formation expert.

Needles slipped through his guard-one grazing his shoulder, another embedding in his thigh. He
roared and tore them out, blood spraying, but more came. Dozens

more.
His vision blurred. His legs grew heavy.
"No..." he gasped, dropping to one knee. "This... this is not how..."

The final wave struck. Three needles hit his neck in quick succession. His sword slipped from numb
fingers. The world tilted violently, then went black.

Zhang Hu collapsed face-first into the mud.
Silence returned to the field.

The drones worked without pause, collecting the last of the rebels. Bodies were loaded onto
hovering transport platforms and carried away toward the river works.

Ten thousand captured insurgents-future labor for the dikes and canals-vanished into the night as
if they had never existed.



The next day, far from the scorched fields, one of the rebels slowly woke to the comforting aroma
of fresh pine and warm bread.

He bolted upright on a sturdy wooden bed, heart hammering. This wasn't the damp, leaking shack
he had shared with his wife back in the village.

The walls here were solid, the roof tight, and sunlight streamed through a real glass window. A
simple but clean table stood in the corner with a clay pitcher and two bowls. Outside, he heard
birds.

He stumbled to the door on unsteady legs and yanked it open.
Wide, fertile fields stretched before him, the dark soil already turned and ready for planting. A
small irrigation ditch ran along the edge of the plot, water glinting in the early light. It was better

land than he had ever owned.

A calm, clear voice spoke directly into his mind, steady and emotionless. "You have been granted
this land to cultivate for five years," the voice announced calmly. "No taxes. You will also receive
monthly support until your first harvest.” "Who?!" the rebel shouted, spinning around. "Who is
talking to me?!”

A cold voice emanated from Gaia. “I am Governor Bai Xiaochun's spirit guardian, assigned to you.
You lost the war. You are now a slave of Governor Bai-and you will become a farmer."

Li Wei, the former farmer turned rebel, stood frozen in the doorway. He had heard rumors that Bai
Xiaochun had studied mystical arts at Wudang. Perhaps this was one of those techniques. His
hands tightened into fists.

"I don't want to be a farmer!" he roared into the empty air. "I'm done bowing and scraping for
scraps!"

The voice answered without pause.
"You lost the battle," the spirit
guardian's voice rang out

mercilessly from the metal band around his neck. "There are only two paths left to you return to
bonest farming, or face execution under Governor Bai Xiaochun's decree for

daring to attack this province."

"Should you refuse to become a farmer, your head will be chopped off in the city square. Your skull
will then be impaled upon a spear and hung high above the city gates for all to see until the crows
have picked it clean."

Li Wei's face drained of color.

"Damn it all," Li Wei spat, his voice thick with resentment. "Fine... I'll be a farmer."



He had taken up arms and become a rebel precisely because he wanted a better
life — not to throw it away and become another headless corpse on a spear.
But fate had dragged him right back.

The memories of his past days as a farmer came rushing.

The long drought. The fields cracking under the sun. The tax collectors who still demanded their
share even after the harvest had turned to dust.

When he couldn't pay, the soldiers had dragged his wife away, laughing. He had killed two of them
with his bare hands and a stolen knife before running into the night.

That rage had carried him straight into the Yellow Turbans.
He had believed in their cause at first. But the longer he stayed, the more he saw

the same rot-officers hoarding grain while the foot soldiers starved, leaders growing fat on what
they stole from the people they claimed to fight for.

And now this.

He was a prisoner. The realization settled heavy in his gut.

He had no weapons. No path of escape. Every rebel he had marched beside that
night was simply... gone.

"How much will you take from the crops I grow?" Li Wei asked, his voice rough with suspicion. He
could stomach fifty percent. But if this Governor Bai demanded seventy, he would rather die with
some dignity.

The voice answered calmly, "For five full years, you will pay zero taxes. Not a single grain will be
taken from you Only after those five years you owe ten percent of any successful harvest. Should
disaster strike and the harvest fail, you pay nothing."
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Li Wei froze in disbelief. "Are you serious...?"

That's unbelievably generous. Before, the old officials forced him to hand over fifty
percent regardless of how bad the harvest was."

"Yes," Gaia replied. "This policy applies to every villager here. Feel free to ask them

yourself."



Li Wei walked out of the modest wooden house into the morning light. Rows of cultivated land
stretched before him. A farmer worked with a genuine smile on his face while his wife and children
laughed and helped at his side.

All around, people moved with quiet contentment. No fear. No whips. Just families working the
soil.

"If this is really true..." Li Wei whispered, a crack forming in his hardened heart. He was so tired
of rebellion, tired of blood and hunger.

He wanted a peaceful life—to plant good fruit trees, watch them grow, and fall
asleep every night beside his wife and children. If he could bring my wife and kids
here.

Yet the words tasted bitter. He knew it was impossible. He had become a killer in his own village.
There was no going back.

The voice continued, softer this time but no less firm.

"If you provide useful information about your family, we can locate and bring your
family here safely. We will protect them. You will all have land. You will have a future."
Li Wei's knees buckled. He caught himself on the doorframe, breathing hard. His

wife's face flashed in his mind her tired eyes, the way she had smiled at him even on the worst
days.

“Really?” he whispered, voice cracking. Tears stung his eyes. He hadn't cried since

the day they took her. "You're not lying? You can actually find her?"

The voice remained calm.

"We have already successfully relocated most of the rebels' families who wished to come," Gaia
replied calmly. "If you provide the details, we can bring your family

here too. Tell me first - how many family members do you have, and how many people do you want
to bring with you?"

Li Wei sank down onto the wooden step, staring out at the rich land that now
belonged to him.

Five years. No taxes. A chance to get his wife back. To build something instead of burning
everything down.



Tears suddenly spilled from Li Wei's eyes, cutting warm trails down his dirt-streaked cheeks.
“Please... please help me," he begged, voice cracking. "Bring them here to me. We want to stay here
and die on this land. Please... I beg you..."

The hardened shell around his heart finally broke. All the rage, all the rebellion, crumbled away.
He was just a simple man who wanted a good life for his family. If

this was the way to give them peace and happiness, then he would lay down his weapons forever.

"Please... help me. Help us."
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Zhang Hu woke to the taste of mud and blood.

His head pounded like a war drum. Pain burned in his neck and thigh where the needles had
struck.

For a long moment he lay still, listening. No shouts. No clash of steel. No crackle of torches. Only
the wind moving through dry grass and the distant croak of frogs.

He pushed himself up on one elbow. The field stretched empty in every direction. The ten thousand
men who had marched with him were gone. No bodies. No abandoned weapons.

The ground where they had stood was trampled flat, but the rebels themselves had vanished as if
the earth had swallowed them whole.

Zhang Hu staggered to his feet, sword still clutched in one numb hand. "My men!" His voice
cracked across the empty plain. "To me! Form ranks!"

Nothing answered him but the wind.

He searched for an hour, moving in widening circles, qi flaring from his Core Formation senses. He
found only a single dropped sickle and a torn strip of rebel cloth caught on a thorn bush.

No tracks led away. No blood. No sign of struggle. It was as if ten thousand men had simply ceased
to exist.

Humiliation burned hotter than his wounds. He had led ten thousand men into battle. Now he
stood alone in an empty field like a fool. The great Zhang Hu, reduced to nothing but shame.

He sheathed his sword with shaking hands. Then he turned south and began the long walk back to
the main Yellow Turban camp.



He traveled for three nights and two days, stealing food from isolated farmsteads and avoiding
every road. His wounds festered. His pride festered worse.

By the time the familiar smoke of the main camp rose on the horizon, Zhang Hu had shaped the
story in his mind. Not the truth - the truth was too small, too humiliating. He needed something
that would make men follow him again. Something that would turn shame into fury.

The great hall smelled of sweat, smoke, and unwashed bodies. Torchlight flickered across the faces
of the other leaders as Zhang Hu pushed through the hanging hides and stepped into the circle of
light.

Conversation died. Every eye turned to him.

"Zhang Hu," one of the older commanders said slowly. "We heard your force was destroyed. How
did you escape?"

Zhang Hu met their gazes without flinching. The lie came out smooth and hot with real rage.

"The governor's dogs used sorcery. Black water fell from the sky and killed every torch. Then
shadows moved among us. My men disappeared one by one- swallowed by the darkness. When I
tried to rally them, some of my own captains turned their blades on their brothers. Bought with
promises of land and women. They betrayed us to Bai Xiaochun. The rest were slaughtered or
dragged away and collared like animals."

A low, ugly murmur rolled through the hall.

He leaned forward, both hands planted on the scarred table.

"And while our brothers bleed in the dirt, that dog sits in his silk palace, building a harem of a
thousand whores with the grain he steals from our people. His officers beat peasants in the streets

and take their daughters for sport. The stories spread faster than fire. The people curse his name
by day and pray for someone to end him by night."

His fist came down hard enough to make the cups jump.

"We will answer those prayers. I want fifty thousand men. This time we strike at the heart —
Changyi itself. We burn the pleasure palace to ash. We drag Bai Xiaochun into the street and make
him watch while we take everything he loves. Then we mount his head on a spear high above the
gates so every governor in Xia can see what happens when they treat the people like cattle."

The leaders, Zhang Bao, Zhang Jue and Zhang Liang looked at one another.

The lie had taken root. The rumors of Bai Xiaochun's silk palace and his cruelty toward the people
had already done most of the work. One by one, they nodded.

Zhang Bao spoke first, voice low and hard. "You are our little brother, Zhang Hu. But we will not
accept another mistake."



Zhang Hu stood with his spine rigidly straight, cold sweat tracing down his back. "I heard Bai
Xiaochun annihilated fifty thousand of Liu Dai's men. Fifty thousand won't be enough. Give me a
hundred thousand soldiers this time.” His voice grew firmer. “I swear on our father's name, I will
not fail again.”

Zhang Bao turned to the eldest. "Big brother, give him one last chance. With that many men we can
take both provinces from that hateful dog. We can end this."

Zhang Jue was silent for a long moment. "Fine. One hundred thousand. No more mistakes."

Zhang Hu bowed his head, the tension in his chest easing just enough to let him breathe. "Thank
you, brothers."

He lifted his gaze again, and this time there was steel in it.

"This time we do not slink through the dark like thieves. We march straight to Changyi in broad
daylight. We send heralds ahead. We demand open battle. Let every governor in Xia watch as we
tear Bai Xiaochun's pleasure palace down around his ears and hang his head above the gates."

Zhang Jue gave a single, slow nod.

"Then go," he said. "And do not return until it is done."

*k*

Far to the north, on the flood-scarred plains known as the Yanzhou frontier, an army was
reshaping the land itself.

For generations the Yellow River had been a killer. Every spring it broke its banks, drowning fields,
villages, and people alike. The survivors had learned to fear the river and stay away from the low
ground it claimed.

Now that same ground was being conquered.

Thousands of former rebels worked in long, disciplined lines along the river's edge. They no longer
wore ragged clothes. Simple gray tunics marked them as members of the River Corps. Gaia bands
glowed faintly at the napes of their necks, and hovering drones moved slowly above them like
silent overseers.

These men had not been sent to ordinary farms. The strongest and most reliable had been chosen
for this work— building the great dikes and flood defenses that would one day tame the Yellow
River.

A former squad leader named Chen Hao drove his shovel into the packed earth, then paused to
wipe the sweat from his eyes. The Gaia band at the base of his skull pulsed once.



"Your section is four percent ahead of schedule," the calm voice said inside his head. "The slope is
correct. Continue. Your wife and son's relocation has been approved. They will arrive in two days."

Chen Hao's rough hand tightened on the wooden handle. Two days. A real roof over their heads.
Land that would not be swallowed by floodwater every spring. His boy would grow up without
hunger gnawing at his belly.

He looked out across the plain.

Where there had once been only

reeds, mud, and the bones of drowned livestock, long earthen walls now rose in clean, precise
lines. Drones swept overhead, their invisible beams marking soft ground and hidden water
channels. When a section was completed, the voice in their heads confirmed every measurement
before the next team was allowed to move forward.

No one worked by guesswork anymore.

"Thirty-two degrees on the inner face," the voice had instructed them that morning. "Any steeper
and the spring floods will undercut the base and bring the dike down. Maintain the angle exactly."

Men who had once charged into battle with rusty sickles now dug according to angles and
tolerances given to them with the calm authority of a master engineer. The work was hard, but it
was no longer blind. Every shovel of earth had a purpose. Every pace of dike they raised pushed the
river back a little further.

Chen Hao spat into the mud, set his feet, and drove the shovel in again.
He had just straightened to stretch his back when the low hum of a drone grew louder overhead.

He looked up. One of the black machines was descending slowly toward the edge of the works, its
cargo hold open. Inside sat a woman clutching a bundle, two elderly figures, and three small
children pressed close together. The drone touched down gently on the packed earth.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then two men working nearby dropped their shovels as if they had been burned.
"Wife!" one of them roared, voice cracking.

"Father! Sister!" the other shouted at the same time.

They ran.

The first man reached the woman

and swept her into his arms so hard her feet left the ground. She buried her face in his neck and
sobbed. The second man fell to his knees in front of the old man and woman, O clutching their



hands, his broad shoulders shaking. The children, threw themselves at both men once, crying and
laughing and talking over each other.

Chen Hao stood frozen, shovel still in his hand.

He watched as the two families clung to one another in the middle of the half-built dike, tears
cutting clean tracks through the dust on faces No one told them to get back to work. No one
shouted orders. The

other laborers nearby *

paused, tools resting against their legs, and let the moment pass in silence.

This was happening more often now.

Every few days another drone would arrive carrying wives, parents, or children. Men

who had once marched with nothing but rage and empty stomachs now dropped everything the
moment they saw their people again. They held them like they might disappear. They cried without
shame.

Chen Hao looked down at his own callused hands, then back at the families still locked in their
embrace.

Two days, the voice had promised.
He drove the shovel back into the earth, but the rhythm of his work had changed.

Each movement now felt lighter, as if the weight he had carried for years was slowly being lifted
from his shoulders.

Out here, on this new land, there was no more killing. No more running. No more fear that
tomorrow would bring only hunger and death.
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Chen Hao drove the shovel into the packed earth once more, the blade biting deep with a dull
scrape. His shoulders burned.

Sweat stung his eyes and ran in dirty tracks down the dust on his face. For a few heartbeats the
rhythm felt almost right again—the old, simple rhythm of a man and the land.

Then the Gaia voice came, sliding straight into his skull.



"Chen Hao. Your scheduled instruction period begins now. Report to the training platform."
He froze mid-lift. The shovel stayed buried in the dirt.
"I hate training," he muttered.

The words came out rough, almost childish. He was no scholar. Never had been. Before the
rebellion he had been nothing but a dirt-poor farmer.

Now these machines wanted to turn him into something else.

The Wudang sect and whatever sorcery they had brought with them had given the governor power
no man in Xia had ever held, and Chen Hao wanted no part of it.

He wanted his hands on a hoe. He wanted the honest ache of muscle and callus. He did not want to
learn how to drive a truck that could tear up and level an entire field in the time it once took

twenty men to do the same work by hand.

Around him, other former rebels were already moving. Some dropped their tools with the same
reluctance he felt.

Others stared at the strange wheeled machines lined up along the edge of the new fields-compact
tillers, mechanized plows, grading trucks with wide steel blades. Machines that could do in an hour
what entire villages once struggled to accomplish in a day.

A low murmur rippled through the men.

They wanted to protest, to cling to their old ways, but deep down they knew the truth.

The revolution had arrived. They could not remain in the past. Every farmer in the two provinces
had already received the same training. They were learning to operate the new equipment-
machinery that made the land yield a hundred times what it once had.

While other provinces burned each other's fields and fought over scraps, Yan and Qing would feed
their people and still have surplus to let them enjoy their lives.

That was the future being built here.
Chen Hao let the shovel fall.
It struck the earth with a soft thud and remained upright, like a grave marker.

Slowly, he wiped his hands on his trousers and turned toward the training platform, where the
other men and the gleaming line of farming machines were already gathering.

He did not look back.



He walked forward-into the future.
Meanwhile, across the other provinces, war continued its grim dance.

The borderlands between Dong Zhuo's territory and Yuan Shao's coalition had transformed into a
graveyard of shattered truces.

For the past month, the two armies had clashed almost daily along the old imperial highway.

Every battle consumed staggering amounts of food and silver merely to sustain the men on the
front. Yet no amount was ever enough.

Like armored locusts, soldiers from both sides descended upon the villages. They stripped them of
grain, livestock, and sons-dragging the boys away to feed the endless meat grinder of war.

Should a farmer refuse to surrender his final sack of rice, the soldiers would bar the door and burn
the house down around his screaming family.

Commanders on both sides pressured their captains with the threat of execution if supplies ran
short. The captains, in turn, enforced the same terror on the farmers. They dressed this cruelty in
noble words: "securing supplies for the righteous cause."

Those peasants fortunate enough to survive learned to bury their remaining stores deep in the
earth and whisper desperate prayers that the armies would march past without noticing them.

Lives were cheap. The war had no time for them.

In a muddy village two days' ride from the Yan Province border, a family of seven packed what
they could carry in the dark. The mother wrapped her youngest in a ragged blanket.

The father carried the iron pot and two hoes. They had heard the stories on the wind.

Governor Bai Xiaochun of Yan and Qing was widely regarded as a fool-he loved women far more
than he loved war. His soldiers did not pillage. They built dikes along the rivers and cleared new
fields from the wilderness.

True, the governor was harsh toward those who would not work; he ordered them beaten. Yet for
the weary refugees, this was a mercy.

Better to feel the sting of a rod for idleness than to be conscripted into the meat grinder of war and
die meaninglessly.

Better to keep the fruits of your own labor than watch soldiers steal them at swordpoint.

Word had spread that he granted houses and fertile fields to any man or woman willing to toil. And
the women of Yan and Qing-rumors whispered they were the fairest in all the realm of Xia.



A governor lost in silk and perfume was far preferable to one who would torch your home over a
single sack of grain.

They joined the river of refugees flowing south and east toward the two provinces that still had
peace.

At the border checkpoint into Yan Province, the scene was nothing like the chaos they had fled.

A line of tired, filthy families waited under the watchful eyes of white-robed Wudang disciples and
local soldiers. When a family reached the front, a calm soldier asked simple questions.

"Name? Where from? Any skills?"
The father answered in a hoarse, worn voice. "We have nothing left. But we can farm. We can dig."

The soldier gave a single nod. For a fleeting moment, his eyes shifted toward something invisible to
everyone else — a glowing transparent screen projected by Gaia.

"House twelve, new settlement east of the river. Three mu of land per adult. Tools and seed
provided for the first season. Food rations for the first season are already prepared. Go eat first
and rest. Report to the overseer at dawn."

The mother collapsed into quiet sobs. After so much loss, they had finally found a place that offered
them a house and food — instead of stealing both.

The soldier's expression stayed hard as stone, but his voice gentled, just slightly. "You are safe
here. Work hard and no one will take what is yours."

Similar scenes played out at every entry point. The system was fast, efficient, and strangely kind
compared to everything else in Xia.

Refugees who arrived with nothing left with a roof, land, and the first real hope they had felt in
years.

The provinces were filling. Every new pair of hands helped tame the Yellow River and farm the
land.

Then the news came like thunder.
The merchants of Changyi felt the fear first.

It began as a whisper in the silk markets and the grain warehouses along the river docks. Ten
thousand Yellow Turban rebels were marching south. They had already swallowed one army whole
and were coming for the capital itself.

Within hours the rumor had spread to every teahouse and alley. Shop shutters slammed shut.
Families dragged sacks of rice and jars of oil into cellars. A few merchants loaded carts in the dead
of night and slipped out of the city gates before dawn, heading for the hills.



Yet the soldiers of Yan and Qing did nothing unusual.
They patrolled the walls at the same measured pace. They drilled in the courtyards
with the same quiet discipline.

The Wudang disciples in their white robes moved through the streets as they always did—calm,
unhurried, almost gentle. No extra barricades rose. No emergency levies were called.

When a panicked cloth merchant grabbed a young officer by the sleeve and demanded to know
what the governor intended to do, the man simply bowed and answered, “Governor Bai has given
his orders. We follow them."

The ordinary people watched. And slowly, the panic began to ease.

If the soldiers were not afraid, perhaps the threat was not as close as the rumors claimed. If the
governor's men continued buying grain and repairing roads and laughing in the markets, then
maybe Changyi was not about to burn after all.

Two days later the news arrived like a sudden summer storm.

It swept through the city before the sun had fully risen. The ten thousand rebels were gone.
Vanished in the night two days' march from the walls.

Their leader, the Core Formation cultivator Zhang Hu, had been found at first light with his own
sword through his chest. Unable to face the shame of another defeat, the general had taken his own
life.

No one knew exactly how it had happened. There had been no battle. No fires on the horizon. No
messengers riding in with blood on their faces.

One day the rebel army existed. The next day it did not. The only certainty was the result: the
threat that had loomed over the two provinces for weeks was simply no longer there.

For two full seasons the provinces breathed.

The Yellow River dikes rose higher and stronger under the steady hands of former rebels who now
worked the land they had once tried to burn.

New irrigation channels carried water to fields that had never known reliable crops.

Harvests came in heavy and golden. Merchants who had once hidden their goods now expanded
their warehouses.

Taxes were collected fairly and without the old brutality. No one starved. No one was dragged from
their homes at night. The fear that had lived in every village for generations began to loosen its

grip.



The records of Yan and Qing told a story no other province in Xia could match. Over the past year,
the two provinces had taken in nearly one million refugees.

Men, women, and children had

arrived from every corner of the empire-starving peasants from the flooded north, broken soldiers
from failed warlord campaigns, families, Who had fled the capitals corruption and the Yellow
Turban uprisings.

No one made speeches about it. The numbers simply appeared in the ledgers

Zhuge Liang reviewed each month.

One million souls who had once been burdens on collapsing provinces were now
producing grain, digging canals, and raising families in safety.

Then the news arrived that changed everything.

It came on a clear morning in early autumn, carried by three exhausted riders who
had ridden without rest from the western roads.

They dismounted in the central square of Changyi, fell to their knees before the
governor's guards, and spoke the words that would soon echo across the entire empire.
Dong Zhuo was dead.

The tyrant who had held the capital and the boy emperor in his fist had been killed in
his own palace - by his own adopted son, Lii Bu, some said, or by his own blood in

a rage over a woman.

Diao Chan. The most beautiful woman in all of Xia. Father and son had wanted the same prize.
Steel had settled the argument.

The capital erupted in turmoil. The young Emperor Liu Xie had lost his iron protector
in a single stroke. Every warlord who had been prowling the shadows saw the same
golden opportunity at once.

Whoever held the dragon throne would rule all of Xia.

In that moment, the dream of kingship ignited in every ambitious heart.



Yet unknown to the raging warlords, three days later a small group of women completed a long
and dangerous journey, delivering a thin fourteen-year-old boy into

the heart of Yan and Qing.

As they reached the Governor's mansion, Zhuge Liang stepped forward, her voice steady with quiet
reverence:

"We welcome Emperor Liu Xie to our lands."

The boy appeared exhausted and half-starved, his once-imperial robes reduced to
rags. He had endured harsh treatment and countless hiding places on the road to
reach the safety of Chang Yi.

At the same time, Gaia transmitted a concise message to Alex, who remained
absorbed in his cultivation:

"Report: The 'Beautiful Woman Project' — launched one year ago to infiltrate the Emperor's side -
has succeeded. We now hold Emperor Xia in our hands."
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One year ago.

The lantern light in the governor's private study had burned low. Changyi's night sounds drifted up
from the streets below-distant laughter from a tavern, the creak of a night watchman's boots.

Alex stood at the tall window, hands clasped behind his back, watching the city.

Zhuge Liang spoke. "My Lord. Dong Zhuo holds the Emperor like a trophy. Yuan Shao and the other
warlords circle the capital, each one dreaming of the dragon throne. Every ambitious man in Xia
wants to be king.” He paused. "Don't you?"

Alex turned. The cold smile that touched his mouth did not reach his eyes.

"A man has to dare to dream big," he said. "But a man also has to know the difference between an
opportunity and the kind of temptation that burns everything he's built to ash."

He stepped away from the window and began to pace.



"If I reach for the throne now, every warlord from here to Luoyang will mark Yan and Qing as the
next battlefield. We cannot hold off attacks from one side, let alone two or three. Not while our
dikes are still half-finished and our granaries are still filling. Better to let them bleed each other
dry while we finish what we started here."

Zhuge Liang inclined his head, the respect in the gesture genuine. “There is an old saying. To know
oneself is fifty percent of victory. To know one's enemy is another fifty. To know both is one
hundred percent. You are wise."

Alex threw his head back and laughed, the sound raw and unfiltered, echoing off the walls like a
challenge. "Don't you think, as a man, I have to throw myself into this chaotic dream of becoming a
dragon too?"

He leaned forward, voice dropping. "Or is it too shameful for someone like me to even try?"

A heavy silence stretched between them. Then came the wary reply: "So you're joining them?"

"Yes," Alex said. "But on my way. Have you ever heard the saying, 'They go high, we go low'?"

Zhuge Liang's eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Enlighten me, my lord."

Alex stopped pacing.

“Yuan Shao and Dong Zhuo have been sending beautiful women to us. Spies in silk. Knives with
painted smiles. If they can play that game, why shouldn't we?"

"You mean to send our women to Dong Zhuo and Yuan Shao?" Zhuge Liang asked carefully.

"No." Alex's eyes were hard as winter flint. "We send them to the Emperor himself." Zhuge Liang
did not move, but something shifted behind his calm expression— calculation, and the beginning of
understanding.

Alex continued.

"We build the harem mansion not for my pleasure, but as a forge. We select women who are not
only beautiful but intelligent, disciplined, and loyal. We train them in court etiquette, in the art of
conversation that reveals nothing and learns everything, in the patience required to wait months
for a single useful conversation. We teach them how to move through a palace without ever
appearing to be moving toward anything in particular."

He turned back to the window, watching the distant lights.

"We send them in small groups, disguised under every plausible cover we can devise-daughters of
merchants chasing richer markets, entertainers endorsed by friendly officials, or gifts from minor
lords indebted to us. They move openly through the provinces at first. This serves two vital
purposes: it plants the rumor that Yan and Qing have become havens of refinement and safety,
while giving our women essential practice before the true contest begins in the capital."



"Our real target has always been the capital," Alex continued. "Always the emperor's side."

"Dong Zhuo is far too preoccupied with his own appetites-power, women, and the terror he
inspires in others to properly guard a mere fourteen-year-old boy. He believes the Emperor is a
puppet he already holds by the strings. He fails to see the threat of allowing well-placed women
into the inner chambers.”

"So we will seize that opening. We will place our women beside the king. Imagine it: a young
emperor raised in nothing but fear and isolation... how desperately he will crave genuine warmth
and attention—especially when it arrives draped in silk and delivered with quiet, razor-sharp
intelligence."

"What exactly is your aim?" Zhuge Liang inquired, his sharp eyes narrowing slightly. "It serves no
purpose to win the emperor's favor. He is merely a puppet, controlled by others. He possesses no

authority of his own."

Alex faced Zhuge Liang fully now.

"There is an old saying. If you are patient enough to sit by the river, you will eventually see the
bodies of your enemies float past.”

Zhuge Liang nodded once, slow and deliberate. “Everyone meets their end if one waits with
sufficient patience."

"Exactly,” Alex said. "Dong Zhuo's position is already cracking. Yuan Shao wants his head. Others
want the power he wields. There will be a moment—a gap-when he

is weak, reckless, or dead. In that chaos the Emperor will be exposed."

"If we already have people close to him—people he trusts—the inner doors will swing open without
us needing to send a single soldier toward the capital. Our agents will lie hidden in the city,
prepared to act. When the boy sees the path we have opened for him, he will follow our people
here. There is no need to storm the throne."

Zhuge Liang bowed his head, deeper than before.

"You are wise, my lord."

And so Alex waited patiently as time slowly passed. A few weeks later...

The great hall of the imperial palace reeked of spilled wine and anger.

Torches guttered along the walls as Dong Zhuo's bulk filled the doorway, his face purple with rage.
Lii Bu stood in the center of the room, halberd planted like a standard, his broad shoulders rigid.



"You think I'm blind to how you stare at her?!" Dong Zhuo bellowed, flecks of spittle spraying from
his mouth. Diao Chan, the greatest beauty in all the land, shrank behind a silk screen, her robes
quivering. "My own adopted son-my sharpest sword-dares to covet what is mine?!"

Li Bu's jaw tightened. For a heartbeat the only sound was the crackle of flame and Diao Chan's
shallow breathing.

"I have given you everything!" Dong Zhuo snarled, advancing with heavy steps. "Power. Titles. The
right to

stand at my side while the entire net

empire kneels before us. And this is how you repay me With greedy eyes that undress my woman?
Do you even remember what you were before I lifted you up? A nobody! A poor wretch with
nothing but your high cultivation. You are supposed to worship me!"

Li Bu's grip tightened on his halberd, but his voice remained low and deceptively. calm. "You
promised me the world, foster father. Yet every day you claim more for yourself and leave less for
those who bleed for you. I ask for only one thing-her. I will demand nothing else from you. I wal
worship you every day and gladly die for you. Please... just let her become mine."

Dong Zhuo released a hideous, mocking laugh. "You dare ask for her? Then seize her corpse from
me! I shall never permit this woman to become yours and create a rift between us."

He lunged forward, his corpulent frame trembling with fury, a dagger flashing in his hand as he
sought to slay Diao Chan.

Lii Bu's eyes narrowed the instant he saw the fear etched upon Diao Chan's face. He moved without
hesitation-he would save his beloved, no matter the price. The halberd swept up in a single,
terrible arc. Steel met flesh with a wet, final sound.

Dong Zhuo staggered, eyes wide with utter disbelief. He had been killed by his own adopted son...
over a woman. Maybe he should have just handed her over. The regret came too late. With a final
gasp, he collapsed onto the cold marble floor like a felled ox. Blood pooled darkly beneath his
corpse.

For three heartbeats the hall was silent.
Then the screaming began.

Word of the tyrant's death tore through the palace like wildfire. Servants abandoned their trays
and fled screaming. Eunuchs slammed and barricaded every door. In the chaotic streets of
Luoyang, Dong Zhuo's four most feared generals wheeled about and gave pursuit, howling for Li
Bu's blood.

Yet it was already too late. Lii Bu had escaped with Diao Chan.

The throne stood empty, a tempting prize for all. Within mere hours, the four generals turned on
each other like starving wolves.



Li Jue's men clashed with Guo Si's in the market squares. Zhang Ji's forces seized

the treasury gates while Fan Chou's troops fought to control the outer walls. No one commanded
the whole anymore. Only the hunger for what remained.

Inside the inner palace, the young Emperor Liu Xie sat alone on a low couch. His once-golden robes
were stained and creased. A single bowl of cold congee had been left on the table at dawn; no one
had returned for it.

His stomach cramped, but he did not touch the food. The last servant who had brought a meal had
been dragged away by soldiers shouting about loyalty and spoils. Since then the corridors had
echoed with running feet and distant steel. Four women moved through the chaos with the quiet
precision of people who had trained for exactly this moment.

One worked in the imperial kitchens, sleeves rolled high, face streaked with soot. She had hidden a
small bundle of rice and dried fruit beneath her apron when the fighting first spilled into the outer
courtyards.

Another served as a low-ranking helper in the Emperor's own chambers, fetching water and linens;
she now used those errands to map every usable servant passage still clear of soldiers.

The third handled minor tasks-mending, carrying messages between wings-her
slight frame and plain clothes letting her slip past armed men who barely glanced at
her.

The fourth coordinated them all, her position as a trusted kitchen supervisor giving her access to
the hidden channels.

A faint pulse touched the back of her mind, cool and precise.
'Extraction window confirmed. Yan-Qing team in position beyond the western gate.
Move within the hour. The boy must not be seen. Move to evacuate the emperor

now.

She gave no outward sign. Only a single, deliberate nod to the kitchen woman when their paths
crossed near the scullery.

They gathered in the Emperor's dim chamber as the sun bled red behind smoke rising from the
city. The boy looked up, hollow-cheeked, eyes too large in his thin face. He did not speak. He had
learned not to.

The kitchen woman knelt and offered a crust of bread wrapped in cloth. “Eat, Your Majesty.
Quickly."

He took it with both hands and devoured it in silence, crumbs catching on his lips.



The coordinator woman stepped forward. In her arms she carried a bundle of plain servant's
clothing-a faded gray tunic, a cap, a worn sash. "We must leave now. The generals are fighting for
the palace itself. No one will notice one more servant boy among the refugees."

The helper woman helped him change, her fingers quick and gentle. She wiped soot across his
cheeks and forehead, dulling the pale skin that marked him as imperial.

The smallest of the four kept watch at the door, listening to the clash of weapons growing closer in
the outer halls.

When he was dressed, the coordinator woman crouched so her eyes were level with

his. Her voice stayed low, steady, the way she had been trained.

"Lord Bai Xiaochun has never stopped being loyal to the true Son of Heaven. In Yan and Qing the
full, and no one will lock yourmet

or

fields are green, the granaries are leave your plate empty. You will have safety. You will have
dignity again.

Food that is warm. People who bow because they choose to not because they are forced. Come with
us, Your Majesty. We will take you there."

The boy's small hand closed around the edge of her sleeve. For the first time in

days, something like hope flickered behind the fear in his eyes. He nodded once. They moved.
Through servant corridors thick with the smell of smoke and panic. Past a pair of

soldiers arguing over a chest of silver-they pressed against the wall until the men moved on.

At the western service gate the fighting had already reached the inner wall; arrows hissed
overhead and men screamed. The four women formed a loose square around the disguised
Emperor, heads down, steps matching the desperate flow of people pouring out of the city.

Refugees streamed through the gate in a ragged tide—merchants dragging carts, mothers clutching

children, old soldiers without masters. The women and the boy slipped into the current like stones

in a river. Behind them the capital burned in patches as Dong Zhuo's generals tore at each other for
what was left of the empire. They walked for days.

By night they sheltered in ruined farmhouses or the edges of refugee camps, sharing the hidden
rice and whatever the women could barter or scavenge. The boy

slept between them, wrapped in a threadbare blanket one of the women had stolen



from a dead cart.

During the day they kept to the middle of the fleeing crowds, faces dirty, voices low. When patrols
passed-men wearing the colors of one general or another-the women lowered their eyes and kept
moving, the boy's small hand always in one of

theirs.

On the fifth night, as they crested a low hill and saw the first ordered lanterns of a Yan-Qing
border outpost glowing in the distance, the kitchen woman finally let herself breathe. The boy
looked up at the lights, then at the four women who had carried him through fire and hunger.

He did not smile. But the hollow look in his eyes had eased, just a little.
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The emperor was escorted to the grand harem mansion.

Inside the bathroom, steam rose from a wooden tub. Clean linen towels waited on a bench. The
four women who had carried him across half of Xia had already changed into simple but elegant
robes-soft blues and creams that moved like water when they walked.

They helped him out of the filthy servant's clothes without a word of command, their hands gentle
and practiced. One tested the water temperature with her wrist. Another poured warm oil into the
bath that smelled faintly of pine and something clean.

They washed the grime and smoke from his skin and hair with the same quiet efficiency they had
used to spirit him out of a burning palace.

He ate afterward at a low table—rice porridge first, then thin slices of tender pork, steamed greens,
and a clear broth that didn't sit heavy in his starved stomach. The women served him without
hovering. One kept the bowl warm with her hands. Another refilled his cup of weak tea the
moment it emptied.

For three days the pattern held. He slept on a real bed with thick blankets that did not smell of
mildew or fear. He woke without the sound of steel ringing in the streets. The same four women
attended him-helping him dress, bringing food at regular hours, sitting nearby when the
nightmares came so he would not wake alone.

Zhuge Liang visited once each morning and once each evening, always with the same calm voice,
always asking only what he needed and delivering it without delay.



On the second day his hands stopped shaking when he lifted the spoon. On the third day he asked
for a second bowl of rice without being prompted.

On the morning of the fourth day, Zhuge Liang entered the chamber while the boy was finishing
breakfast.

“Governor Bai Xiaochun has returned from seclusion. He wishes to meet with you, Your Majesty.
The hall is prepared whenever you are ready."

The boy's face lit with something close to hope for the first time in months.

"He has remained loyal," he said, almost to himself. "I am glad to meet a governor who still honors
the throne."

Zhuge Liang bowed. "I will escort you when you are dressed."

The great hall smelled of polished wood and the faint trace of incense. Morning light slanted
through high windows and fell across a long table set with only two chairs. No courtiers lined the
walls. No guards stood at attention inside the room itself. Only Zhuge Liang waited near the door,
silent as stone.

The emperor-now clean, dressed in a simple but well-made robe of yellow-sat in the larger chair at
the head of the table. He kept his back straight the way he had been taught, even though his heart
beat too fast.

The doors opened.
Alex walked in alone.

He wore white traveling robes, the fabric still carrying the faint scent of mountain stone and cold
air from the Wudang training realm.

His hair was tied back simply. No ornate symbols of office. He crossed the hall with the unhurried
stride of a man who had never needed permission to enter any room he chose.

He did not bow. He did not pause at the foot of the dais or lower his eyes. He walked straight to the
table, pulled out the second chair, and sat down beside the emperor as if they were old companions
meeting for a private drink.

For a long moment the only sound was the soft creak of wood.

The boy stared. The man who sat beside him could not have been more than a few years older than
some of the young officers he had seen in Luoyang, yet something in his presence filled the space
like a second, heavier gravity. His eyes were steady and cold—ancient in a way that had nothing to
do with age.



"Governor Bai," the emperor tried again. "Why won't you bow before the emperor?"

Alex smiled and shot back, "Do you bow before those who are powerless and weaker than you?"
"But I am the emperor," he replied indignantly.

"Indeed, you have the title," Alex said, his smile turning sharp. "But you lack the power to force
belief. You can't command executions for those who refuse to kneel. Yet you stand here speaking so

rudely to the man who could end your life in an instant for your insolence

The fragile dream the boy had allowed himself—that a loyal governor would kneel, restore the old
order, and treat him as something more than a name on a seal—died in that single look.

He was not going to be saved by a faithful subject. He was going to be claimed by another master.
Alex spoke first, voice quiet and even.

"No one is going to listen to you," he said. "Not if that's what you're hoping for."

The emperor's fingers tightened on the arm of the chair. "Why?"

"Because that is not how any of this works." Alex leaned back slightly, one arm resting on the
table. “People use each other. If you have nothing they need, you are just a problem that will
eventually be solved with a blade. And if you believe you can control me..." A faint, humorless
curve touched his mouth. "No one with real power wants to be used by a weak emperor who
controls nothing."

The boy swallowed. His voice came out smaller than he wanted. "Then what do you want?"
"Something simple,” Alex answered. “I will not drag you onto a losing side, and I will not let myself
be dragged onto one either. We find terms we can both live with. Mutual benefit. Nothing more,

nothing less."

He turned his head, studying the emperor the way a man might study a map before deciding which
road to take.

"But let's start with you," Alex said. "What do you actually want?"
The emperor stared at the polished wood of the table for several heartbeats.

"I want you to listen to me," he tried again. "I want to be treated as the emperor." Alex shook his
head once, slow and final.

"That is not possible. Any general with soldiers, any governor with grain and walls, any faction
that still holds power—they will not listen to a fourteen-year-old boy on a stolen throne unless it
serves them. The moment you refuse an order, they will kill you and put your brother in your



place, or find another child with the right blood who will say yes. That is the game. It has always
been the game."

The emperor's breath hitched. "And if I refuse to obey you? Will you kill me as well?"

“No.” Alex's voice did not rise. It did not need to. "I will return you to the people who are already
fighting over the capital. Let them do whatever they wish with you. I have no interest in corpses
that cannot help me."

The boy's face flushed with sudden, helpless anger. “You are not loyal to Xia!" Alex met his eyes
without blinking.

"You are not Xia," he said quietly. "We are. The people who work the fields you once taxed into
dust. The soldiers who now guard the dikes instead of burning villages. The hands that feed a
million refugees instead of conscripting them into another warlord's meat grinder. They answer to
the order we are building here."

"You?" He gestured once, a small, almost careless motion that somehow carried more weight than
any bow. "You are the prize they fight over. A name. A symbol. A puppet waiting for the next pair
of hands to pull the strings."

Alex remained beside him, relaxed and utterly present, waiting for whatever came next.

"You cannot send me back there," he said, voice thin and unsteady. The old capital had been
nothing but a cage with prettier bars.

"Yes," Alex said calmly, "I can. No one knows you are here. If you died tonight in this hall, the
world would simply assume the generals finished what they started in Luoyang. There would be no

body to parade. No proof. Just another rumor."

The boy's breath caught. For a moment he looked exactly what he was a fourteen- year-old who
had watched his world burn and had no one left to trust.

"What do you want?" he asked at last.

Alex studied him without blinking. "Listen carefully. We work together. You remain emperor in
name and in every comfort that title can buy You go where you wish inside

provinces. You eat whatevese

desire. You may take as many wives or concubines as you like, your day can be leisure and pleasure
and whatever else a young man wants. No one here will stop you. No one will dare say no to the
Son of Heaven."

He paused. "But you do not touch the army. You do not touch the government. All political
decisions, all economic policy, every appointment, every campaign- everything stays under me."

The emperor's mouth tightened. "You want to make me a puppet again."



"Not a puppet," Alex replied. "A king who chooses to let his prime minister rule while he enjoys the
throne. You are too young and too inexperienced to steer a country this size without turning it into
another disaster. I have no interest in watching a boy play at war and lose everything we have built
here."

The emperor's face went pale again, but he did not look away.

Alex leaned forward slightly, voice dropping but losing none of its quiet force. "But am not offering
you a cage forever. After four or five years if you have learned to lead, if your cultivation is strong

enough to stand on a battlefield then perhaps Will step aside you can take teat power. I will resign

the post and let you become the emperor in more than name. That is the only promise

I will make. Take it or leave it."

At last he spoke, barely above a whisper. “Are you sure? You are promising this?”
"Yes," Alex said.

In three and a half years, Estoria and Prussia would be heading toward open war. If
he could stop them by using Xia's resources, soldiers, and imperial legitimacy, he
would.

The boy on the throne was simply the cleanest lever available.

The emperor lowered his eyes to the table. When he lifted them again, the last

spark of defiance had burned down to weary acceptance.

"I agree," he said.

*k*k

The great hall of Changyi had been transformed in ten days.

Banners bearing the symbols of Yan and Qing hung alongside the imperial dragon
standard.

A raised dais held a single throne of dark polished wood for the emperor. To its right
stood a simpler but no less commanding chair for the man who would now rule in his name.
White-robed Wudang disciples lined the walls in disciplined silence. No musicians

played. No courtiers chattered. Only the low murmur of arriving footsteps broke the stillness.



Emperor Liu Xie sat on the throne, dressed in fresh imperial robes that still felt too large on his
thin frame. He kept his spine straight the way Zhuge Liang had instructed, but his hands rested too
tightly on the carved armrests.

Alex entered without fanfare. He wore dark robes of the same cut he had worn in

the private meeting, the fabric still carrying the faint chill of the mountains.

He walked to the dais, inclined his head once to the emperor in formal acknowledgment, then took
the seat beside the throne rather than below it. The gesture was small. It changed everything.

The five governors who had answered the summons entered together. They came from the smaller,
poorer provinces that bordered Yan and Qing-men

who had watched the rise of Bai Xiaochun with a mixture of fear and calculation.

One by one they approached the dais, knelt, and pressed their foreheads to the stone floor. Their
voices were steady enough when they swore allegiance to Emperor Liu Xie and acknowledged Bai
Xiaochun as Prime Minister of Xia, but their eyes flicked constantly toward the empty spaces where
twelve other governors should have stood.

When the last of them rose, the silence in the hall grew heavier.

Alex remained seated. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to.

"Seventeen governors were summoned ten days ago," he said. “Five came. The

rest have chosen their answer."

He let the words hang in the air. The five kneeling men stayed very still.

"Those twelve are traitors to the throne," Alex continued, his voice

calm as if he were discussing the weather "Their refusal is not loyalty to the old ways it is open
defiance against the emperor they claim serve. From this moment onward, their lands, titles, and

lives are

forfeit. I will petition the emperor to approve their punishment. Their provinces will be brought
back into the fold by any means necessary. Those who resist will be branded as

enemies of Xia."
“And I,” Alex added, his eyes sharp, “will be the power that punishes them.”

Yet at the same time, Dong Zhuo's former generals Li Jue and Guo Si — who now held all military
power — had planned to use Liu Wei as their puppet emperor. However, when Liu Wei escaped the
capital and fled to Alex, they lost control. They quickly declared that the real Liu Wei was dead and
that Alex was supporting a fake emperor. In response, they installed Liu Wei's brother, Liu Jian, as
the new emperor.



At the same time, a distant warlord named Yuan Shu, cousin of Yuan Shao, also declared himself
emperor. Suddenly, Xia found itself with three emperors.
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The war room in Liang Province's capital stank of old wine, sweat, and the iron tang of too many
armed men in one place.

Torches guttered along the stone walls, throwing long shadows across the scarred oak table where
four warlords sat like wolves around a fresh kill.

They had stopped killing each other for one reason only: the enemy had taken Liu Wei. The real
emperor. That single blow had landed harder than any army. It had forced the truce no one
wanted.

Dong Zhuo had once commanded the largest army in Xia-two hundred thousand soldiers.

His four generals each held fifty thousand men under their banners.

The endless conflicts between them served only to weaken all parties. In the end, they chose to set
aside their grudges and form a temporary truce to consolidate their strength—so that they might
later divide Xia between themselves.

Li Jue leaned over the map, thick finger dragging across the faded lines. "Zhang Ji takes fifty
thousand east. Yan and Qing provinces. You kill Bai Xiaochun and that emperor he's hiding. Bring
back the imperial seal. We end this before those two provinces grow teeth."

Guo Si poured himself another cup of wine, the dark liquid sloshing over the rim. "Scouts say Bai
turned his soldiers into farmers. They dig ditches and build walls instead of training. His real
fighting strength is maybe thirty or forty thousand at best."

Zhang Ji's eyes stayed flat. "I'll handle it."

Inside, the thought burned hotter than the wine.

'Once I hold the emperor and the seal, I won't need any of you.'

Fan Chou sat at the far end of the table, arms crossed over his broad chest, watching the others the
way a man watches a loaded crossbow. "And me?"

"You go after Yuan Shu," Guo Si said. "Our people say he has no more than forty thousand. Can you
finish him with fifty?"



Fan Chou gave a short, ugly laugh. "He's already a dead man walking."

Li Jue straightened. The torchlight cut deep lines into his face. "When it's done, we split Xia four
ways. West, east, north, south. No more fighting over scraps."

No one argued. They had all dreamed the same dream for months. Now the pieces were finally
moving.

Three days later the armies left Liang.

Zhang Ji's columns stretched for miles along the old imperial road—fifty thousand men in ordered
ranks, banners snapping in the dry wind, supply wagons groaning under the weight of grain,
arrows, and siege equipment. Dust rose in thick clouds behind the marching feet. Scouts rode far
ahead, eyes sharp for any sign of Bai Xiaochun's forces.

They moved like men who had already won.

The same day, Fan Chou's army headed west, fifty thousand strong, banners flying, the men
singing rough songs about the easy loot waiting in Yuan Shu's lands. They expected a short
campaign and rich rewards.

Back in the capital, Li Jue and Guo Si watched the last dust settle from the city walls.

Guo Si spat over the parapet. "Zhang Ji thinks he's clever. He'll take Yan and Qing and try to keep
the emperor for himself."

Li Jue's mouth curved in something that was not quite a smile. "Let him try. When he gets the seal
and the boy's head, we'll decide what to do with him.”

Far ahead, the war room in Yuan Shao's northern stronghold felt like a tomb lit by dying candles.

Maps covered every table and spilled onto the floor. Lanterns flickered across the faces of his
generals and the black-robed strategists who had not slept in days.

Two hundred thousand soldiers answered his banners-more than any other warlord could claim.
Yet the distance to Yan Province was the real enemy.

One or two months of marching through hostile lands. Supply wagons breaking down. Grain
spoiling. Men deserting or dying on the road.

Yuan Shao sat at the head of the long table, fingers tapping once against the polished wood.

"Give me a way to win this without bleeding my army dry," he said.



The senior strategist leaned forward.

“A direct march is possible, my lord, but costly. Your men will arrive exhausted and undersupplied.
Bai Xiaochun's forces will be rested and waiting on ground they know. Even if we take the
provinces, the price in blood will be high."

A younger strategist spoke next, eyes hard. "The reports are consistent. Strange methods. Water
falling from clear skies to kill torches. Shadows that pull men away in silence. If even a fraction is
true, we should not fight him where he chooses."

Yuan Shao's gaze sharpened. "Then find another path."

The senior strategist traced a line across the map with one finger-not toward Yan, but toward the
red-marked territories in the wild lands.

Orthodox and unorthodox sects. Demonic paths. Cultivators who answered to no throne and owed
loyalty only to coin and power.

"Send blades instead of armies," he said. "The best assassins the murim alliance can gather. Offer
gold. Offer land. Offer titles if they want them. If Bai Xiaochun and the boy emperor die in their
sleep, the provinces fall into chaos on their own. You can declare yourself the only true emperor."

A third strategist added, "We have already received quiet approaches from two demonic sects and
one unorthodox school. They will accept the contract. As long as the payment is worth their risk."

Yuan Shao stared at the small marker on the map that stood for Changyi. His jaw tightened once,
then relaxed.

He lived comfortably within his four provinces, where he lacked for nothing and could obtain
anything he desired. Yet his true dream was to become the Emperor of Xia.

"Do it," he said. "Form the alliance. Pay them whatever they demand. I want Bai Xiaochun's head
and the emperor boy's head on this table before the first snow falls. Make it plain—this is not a
negotiation. It is extermination."

The strategists bowed. Lantern light caught the hard lines of their faces as they turned to their
work.
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Far away, the grand harem pavilion in Changyi glowed softly under the warm light of countless
lanterns.

At its center sat Emperor Liu Xie, a thin young boy clad in imperial yellow. He had never known a
single day of peace - until now.

For the first time in his life, the world asked nothing of him. He could eat whatever he wanted.
Sleep as long as he liked. Walk the gardens without guards dragging him back to a cold throne
room.



And at night, when the silk screens closed around his chambers, he could lose himself in the arms
of women who smiled at him without fear or calculation.

The days blurred into one long, golden haze of music, fine wine, rich food, and soft laughter. It felt
like heaven.

Meanwhile, inside the Prime Minister's grand five-story pavilion, in the spacious first- floor
meeting hall, Alex stood facing the five governors who had hurried in from the neighboring

provinces.

They stood rigidly before the long map table, eyes downcast and shoulders tight with tension. Each
of them had heard the rumors. Each of them feared that the new

Prime Minister would seize their armies and leave them utterly powerless.

"I don't want war," Alex did not raise his voice. He never needed to. “I want to send teams into
your provinces to improve the irrigation and farming systems. Better yields. More food for your
people Nothing else. Can you make that happen without trouble?"

The governors exchanged quick glances. The tension in their faces eased into careful smiles.

They had braced for demands on troops, on taxes, on control. Instead the man who now held the
real power in Xia asked only for farmers and engineers. Relief washed through the room like a cool
wind.

"It can be done, Prime Minister," the eldest governor said. "We will give your people every
cooperation."

The others nodded quickly. The meeting ended with bows and polite words. No threats. No raised
voices. When the last governor left, the heavy doors closed behind them with a soft thud.

Only Zhuge Liang remained.
They then ascended to the fifth floor of the pavilion, where a more advanced map awaited them.

Alex stepped closer to the wide table. Upon it, a living map of Xia shimmered with a faint blue
light. Small glowing markers drifted

slowly along the eastern road net
Zhang Ji's army. Another column advanced westward- Fan Chou Both forces were still days away.
Zhuge Liang bowed. "Sir. Should we ready the troops?"

Alex studied the map a moment longer, then shook his head. "Have you seen the new production
lines? Do you honestly believe fifty thousand men with swords and bows can stand against what
we have now?"



Zhuge Liang's eyes flicked to the faint outline of the aircraft hangars marked on the edge of the
map. "I have seen the aircraft, sir. And the bombs. Against dozens of those, fifty thousand soldiers
are nothing."

Alex gave a single, slow nod. He understood exactly what it meant to drop modern weapons into a
world that still fought with cold steel. It was not a fair fight.

It was not meant to be. With careful use of the technology he had brought from
Prussia, Xia was already his. The land, the people, the throne itself—already in his palm.
The only variable that still worried him was the one thing Prussia had never solved.

"This country is ours if we move carefully,” Alex said quietly. “But the murim alliance and the old
grandmasters... they are the real threat. They do not fear machines the way soldiers do."

He never finished the thought.

A streak of burning light tore across the night sky outside the tall windows. It hit the fifth floor of
the Prime Minister's building like a falling star.

Wood exploded outward. The entire upper level of the war room disintegrated in a roar of
shattered woods and screaming wind.

Through the gaping hole an old man descended on a sword of pure qi, robes whipping around him,
eyes blazing with righteous fury. He landed amid the rubble, sword already drawn, the blade
humming with lethal power.

"You dare bring the forbidden technologies of Prussia into Xia,” the old man snarled. His voice
cracked like dry thunder. "You betray your own blood for foreign devils. For that, you die."

Alex instantly realized this was a great catastrophe. The man approaching was a Nascent Soul
cultivator — far from someone he could easily contend with.

The sword flashed.

Alex moved on pure instinct, but the strike was far too fast and too perfect. The blade sliced
through the

air with a sharp sound like tearing
silk. Inan instant, vere
Zhuge Liang's body and Alex's body were severed in two before they could

even react.
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The fifth floor of the Prime Minister's pavilion detonated outward in a storm of splintered timber
and pulverized stone.

An old man in blood-red robes descended through the smoke on a blade of pure qi, his sword still
singing with the force of the strike. He landed amid the wreckage, eyes blazing, and drove the
weapon through the two figures seated at the war table.

They did not bleed. They did not scream. The blade passed through them as if through colored mist.
The images of Alex Bai and Zhuge Liang flickered once, twice, then dissolved into harmless light
and scattered pixels.

Namgung Hyuk froze. The righteous fury on his ancient face cracked into raw disbelief.

Below, thirty meters underground in a reinforced bunker lined with concrete and layered wards,
Alex and Zhuge Liang remained perfectly still, but the faint tightening around his eyes said he
understood the same terrible truth.

This one had gotten through.

Alex had prepared for exactly this moment. Every sensitive meeting between Prime Minister and
strategist happened down here, in the buried heart of the pavilion. On the fifth floor, Gaia-linked

holograms played their parts-perfect copies that moved and spoke.

The real men never sat exposed where an assassin's blade could reach them. Changyi lay at the
center of Yan and Qing like a beating heart. Alex had ringed both provinces with satellites and five
concentric layers of drone surveillance.

Anything that entered the capital's airspace or approached the compound larger than a sparrow
triggered alerts.

In the past months, seventy-two assassins had been intercepted and neutralized before they ever
reached the inner gates-Core Formation killers, poison experts, shadow cultivators. All stopped
cold.

This one had walked through every layer like they were smoke.
Only a Nascent Soul cultivator could do that.

The bunker shuddered. Dust sifted from the ceiling in thin gray streams. A deep, bone-rattling roar
rolled through the earth above them, vibrating the table and the lights overhead.



"You bastard, Bai Xiaochun!" The voice thundered down through the structure, amplified by raw qi
until the concrete itself seemed to groan. "Traitor to Xia! Spy for the foreign devils of Prussia! You
dare bring their forbidden machines into our world and call yourself governor? Show yourself, or I
will bury this entire palace and everyone in it! You have three seconds!"

Alex's jaw locked so hard his teeth ached. Cold sweat prickled at his temples. His mind raced
through contingencies with brutal clarity. The emperor was upstairs in the harem wing—safe for
now, but the symbol of legitimacy Alex needed was fragile. The five governors who had just knelt
were still in the city. The dikes, the refugee settlements, the long game he was playing to position
Xia as a lever against the coming storm between Estoria and Prussia in three and a half years
everything could fracture if this monster brought the pavilion down.

He could not go up. Not against a Nascent Soul. Not yet.

“Gaia,” he said, voice low and steady despite the ice in his veins. "Get the Wudang Sect Master
here. Now. We cannot handle this one alone."

"Already en route, Master,” Gaia answered at once, calm and precise.
The building shook harder. Lights flickered. A hairline crack raced across the ceiling.
llone!ll

Alex could picture the old man hovering in the night air above the ruined fifth floor, sword raised
high, qi condensing into a single devastating arc that would shear through stone and steel like silk.

"TWO! "

Zhuge Liang's fingers remained steepled. His breathing stayed even. Only the slight forward tilt of
his head showed he was listening to every vibration, calculating every possible outcome.

"Three!" Namgung Hyuk roared. "Since you hide like a coward, Bai Xiaochun, then die!"

The air above them split with a sound like tearing thunder. Qi pressure slammed downward in a
visible wave. The bunker lights died for a full second before emergency strips flared red.

Then, cutting through the chaos from the far side of the night sky, came a clear, commanding voice
that grew louder with impossible speed.

"0Old Namgung Hyuk! What in the heavens do you think you are doing here?"

A second sword slash-brilliant, disciplined, carrying the weight of Wudang mastery —tore across
the darkness and met the descending strike head-on. The collision detonated in mid-air with a
shockwave that rattled every window in Changyi.



Namgung Hyuk was forced to twist violently, blade rising to block. The two cultivators hung in the
night sky above the shattered pavilion, swords locked, qi clashing in brilliant arcs of light.

Below, in the red-lit bunker, Alex slowly released the breath he had been holding. His hands were
still cold, but the blood was returning to his face.

The real fight had only just begun.

The two Nascent Soul cultivators hung in the night sky above the shattered pavilion, swords locked
in a blaze of qi. Wind howled around them Every clash sent shockwaves Hippling outward,
cracking what remained of the upper floors and rattling windows across Changyi.

Namgung Hyuk's face twisted with rage. He broke the lock and slashed again, his blade carving a
silver arc through the darkness.

"Feng Taiyi!" he roared. "As Wudang Sect Master, have you already thrown in with the Prussians
as well?"

Feng Taiyi met the strike with effortless precision. His own sword flashed, turning the attack aside
and driving a sharp counter that forced Namgung to retreat half a step in mid-air.

"You old fool," Feng Taiyi said. "You have a mouth. Why not use it to say something worth
hearing?"

"Stop pretending!” Namgung's qi surged, his robes whipping violently. "The drones everywhere.
The satellites watching the skies. All of it is Prussian technology. Did you sell the Wudang Sect to
them already?"

“What Prussia this and that?” Feng Taiyi's reply cut through the wind like a blade. "Every one of
those things is Wudang's finest work. Designed and built by our own people. For Xia."

Namgung answered with a furious roar and a storm of strikes. The two masters blurred into
motion, exchanging hundreds of the space of a few heartbeats. Sword light flashed and clashed,
each impact ringing like thunder. Neither gained a clear advantage. Sparks of raw qi rained
downward like burning stars.

At last Namgung broke away, chest heaving. Even after five hundred exchanges, they stood evenly
matched. Fighting for ten days and nights would change nothing.

"You stood with me once," he said,

voice rough with old pain. "We fought side by side to keep the Prussian army from overrunning
Xia. How many of our brothers and sisters died in that war? How man villages burned? And now
you let

their machines walk our lands

again?"
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Before Feng Taiyi could answer, a clear voice rose from the ground below, steady
and unafraid.

"0Old Namgung Hyuk."

Alex stepped forward from the shadow of a half-collapsed wall, his white robes marked with dust
but his posture straight. He looked up at the hovering masters without a trace of fear.

"I am Bai Xiaochun. I ask you, a respected elder of the Namgung family-tell me what mistake I have
made that brought you here to kill me."

Namgung's eyes narrowed. He swung his sword downward in a killing arc. Feng Taiyi's blade
intercepted it with a sharp ring of steel on steel.

“Listen to him first, old man,” Feng Taiyi said quietly. "We can fight for a thousand days if that is
what you want. But hear his answer."

Namgung hesitated. Then, with a growl of frustration, he let his body drop. He plummeted the last
fifty feet and landed hard enough to shatter the stone courtyard in a cloud of dust and broken tiles.

He straightened slowly, sword still in hand, and fixed Alex with a glare that could have melted
iron.

"First," he said, voice low and dangerous, "all of this drone technology. It is Prussian. How dare
you use it?"
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Alex met his gaze without flinching.

"I stole the original Prussian designs,” he said. "Then I gathered the brightest minds Xia has many
of them from Wudang itselff—and we reverse-engineered every component. The drones that now
guard these provinces were built here, by Xia's people, using Xia's resources. They watch our
borders. They help our farmers. Tell me why I should not use tools that protect our people."

Namgung's face darkened to a deep, furious red. His knuckles whitened around the hilt of his
sword.



"That is evil Prussian technology," he snarled. "How can you bring it into Xia and call it your
own?"

The old master's qi began to rise again, thick and heavy, pressing down on the ruined courtyard
like a coming storm.

Alex took one deliberate step forward. His voice remained calm, clear, and unafraid.

“Old man, if these technologies can help the people of Xia—better harvests, safer lives, food on
every table-why shouldn't I use them for our people's good?"

Namgung's mouth opened, then closed. For the first time, no roar came. Only silence.

"That same technology killed thousands of Xia's people," he said at last, voice rough. “Our
cultivators. Our soldiers. Whole villages gone because of machines that fell from the sky like
judgment."

Alex shook his head once.

"None of the drones we built have ever killed a single person from Xia. They watch. They warn.
They help farmers read the weather and soldiers guard the borders. Do not confuse the weapons
Prussia once used against us with the systems Wudang and I created together."

"How dare you stand there and claim your drones have taken no lives?" Namgung's qi flared again,
hot and unstable. “I have heard the stories. Thousands of soldiers and innocent people erased by

your machines. Gone without a trace."

Alex stepped forward once more. He did not raise his voice. He simply claimed the ground between
them.

"If you have no proof, old man, do not spread rumors as fact. Name one soldier who died under our

drones. Give me a single name. I will bring that man here alive so you can speak with him
yourself."

Namgung Hyuk went utterly still.

He had no name. He had only the stories that had reached him on the wind- whispers of shadow
machines that swallowed men whole. Now the man he had come to kill stood before him
demanding evidence, offering to produce the supposed dead as living proof. The certainty that had
driven him across provinces began to crack.

Namgung forced the words out anyway.

"Second," he said, though the fire in his tone had cooled. "It is still Prussian

technology. What you do here is blasphemy against Xia itself."



Alex studied the old master for a long moment. Then he took another step, closing the distance
until only a few paces separated them.

“Then tell me what Xia truly is,” he said quietly. “If Xia is the Emperor, then Emperor Liu Wei has
already placed his seal on the use of these technologies for the protection and prosperity of the
people. If Xia is the government, then as Prime Minister I am legally empowered to employ every
tool that serves the realm. And if Xia is the people..."

Alex met Namgung's eyes without blinking.

"Then the people have already been helped. Fields that once flooded now stand safe behind dikes.
Families that once starved now eat. Children who once had no future now have land and roofs and
hope. That is what these technologies have given Xia."

Namgung Hyuk stopped breathing.

His sword arm slowly lowered. The furious red in his face drained away, leaving something raw
and uncertain in its place. For the first time since he had descended from the sky, the old master
had no answer.

Alex did not let the silence stretch.
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"Don't tell me what Xia is, old man," he said. "The Xia you speak of is nothing but poor people.
Backward villages where men and women break their backs from dawn to dusk just to survive
another winter When technology arrives that can make them healthier, feed their children, and
give them a future worth living, you call it betrayal. No. It is you who betray Xia. You betray the
better future they deserve."

Namgung Hyuk stepped back as if struck. His eyes widened. For a heartbeat the righteous fire in
them flickered with something dangerously close to doubt. How had this young governor turned
the accusation so cleanly that he now stood painted as the villain?

"You!" Namgung's voice cracked with renewed fury. "You use Prussian technology as a weapon of
war. You bring suffering to the people!"

Alex laughed once, short and hard, the sound carrying across the ruined courtyard.
In

"I don't know where you heard that story," he said. "But listen clearly. In the two years since I
became lord of city and governor, I have never marched on another province, have never raised my
banner against another governor. I have only ever been attacked. And every time, I used these tools
to end the fighting faster. To turn soldiers back into farmers instead of corpses. To stop the endless
cycle of killing. Tell me, old man-where exactly have you seen me make the people suffer?"



He took another step forward, voice steady.

"I have already taken in one million refugees. One million men, women, and children who arrived
with nothing but rags and fear. I gave them land. I gave them houses. I gave them dignity. They
now work fields that will not flood. They sleep without worrying that soldiers will burn their
homes for a sack of grain. That is what these technologies have done for Xia."

Alex's gaze sharpened.

"But you, Namgung Hyuk-have you ever helped the people of Xia? How

many lives have you saved? How

many have you taken in the name of your righteous anger? The drones

and

sbuilt by Wudang have never killed a single Xia citizen. They have already saved one million. Has
your Namgung family ever done as much? If not, then by what right do you stand in judgment over
me?"

Namgung opened his mouth. No words came.

The old master stood frozen, his legendary composure cracking under the weight of questions he
had no answer for. His sword hand trembled once.

Then something inside him broke.
"You sly-tongued bastard," Namgung snarled. “I have heard enough."

In one fluid motion he hurled a small black pouch toward Feng Taiyi. At the same instant he drew
his sword and threw it to Wudang's Sect master.

The pouch burst open mid-air, releasing a choking cloud of violet poison that spread with
unnatural speed. Feng Taiyi was forced to twist aside, sword flashing as he dispersed the deadly
mist before it could reach the ground.

Namgung used that single heartbeat of distraction. He drove straight at Alex with his
bare fist, the air around his knuckles warping from the sheer force of Nascent Soul
qi.

Alex met the blow head-on.

Namgung's eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed with vicious satisfaction.

"You, a mere Core Formation cultivator, dare to meet my fist?" He laughed, the sound cold and
cruel. "Die!"



Their fists collided with a thunderous crack that shook the broken stones beneath their feet. The
impact sent a shockwave outward, kicking up dust and debris in a wide ring.
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The impact came like a thunderclap.

Namgung Hyuk's fist drove forward, qi roaring around his knuckles in a spiraling vortex of raw
power. The air itself seemed to tear. Alex met it head-on, feet planted, every muscle braced.

The collision exploded outward in a shockwave that cracked stone and sent dust billowing across
the ruined courtyard.

Alex's body left the ground.

He flew backward through the night air, a white-robed figure hurled like a broken doll. One
hundred meters. His back slammed into the side of a half-collapsed building with a sound like
splitting timber.

Ribs screamed. His left arm hung useless, bones shattered inside the sleeve. Blood filled his mouth.
For a heartbeat the world went gray at the edges.

But he did not fall.
He slid down the wall, boots finding purchase on broken masonry, and stayed

upright. The five-element core inside him burned steady and deep, a foundation that had once
carried him all the way to the first stage of Nascent Soul before he deliberately pressed it back.

That choice had cost him power. It had also kept him alive.

Namgung Hyuk hovered above the rubble, sword lowered, eyes wide with genuine shock. The
arrogant certainty on his face cracked.

"You... didn't die."

Alex spat blood onto the stones. The taste was bitter. He straightened slowly, one arm dangling,
the other clenched at his side. Pain lanced up his spine with every breath, but he lifted his chin and
met the old master's gaze without flinching.

Namgung's mouth twisted. Arrogance flooded back in, hot and ugly. "Why won't you just die?"



He launched himself again, a streak of crimson qi.

The Wudang Sect Master dropped from the sky between them, sword already drawn. Steel rang
against steel as he caught Namgung's descending strike and turned it aside.

The two Nascent Soul cultivators blurred into motion, trading blows faster than the eye could
follow. Each clash sent shockwaves rolling across Changyi. Sword light flashed in brilliant arcs.
The night filled with the scream of qi and the thunder of impacts.

Below them, Alex pushed off the wall. His broken arm swung limply. Blood dripped from his lip
and spattered the dust.

He watched the aerial duel for three heartbeats, then drew breath and roared upward, voice raw
but carrying.

"Bastard! Namgung Hyuk!"

Alex's eyes burned. "I tried to speak with you. I gave you the truth. And you came here to murder
me in my own home. Do you truly want me as your enemy?"

Namgung broke away from Feng Taiyi and hovered, robes whipping in the wind his own qi created.
His face was a mask of righteous fury.

"You collude with Prussia," he spat. "You bring their forbidden machines into Xia. For that, you
die."

"I have told you," Alex answered, each word deliberate, "I have no alliance with Prussia. Every
drone, every satellite, every system you see was built here. By Xia hands. With Xia minds. Reverse-
engineered from designs I stole. Nothing more." "I do not believe you."

Alex took one step forward, boots grinding on broken tile.

"Then tell me what you will do."

Namgung's qi flared, a visible pressure that made the air shimmer. "I will kill you here and now."

Alex's laugh was short, cold, and without humor.

"Have you thought this through, old man? Because if you name me your enemy, I will not stop at
you. I will use the Emperor's seal. I will hunt every last member of the Namgung family-every
cousin, every disciple, every blood relative who carries that name and I will erase them from this
Xia. Do you understand me?"



The wind died for a single, terrible second.

Namgung's face went white, then flushed dark with rage. His qi exploded outward in a violent gust
that whipped dust and shattered tiles into the air. “You dare threaten my family?"

Alex did not retreat.
"I am asking you one last time, Do you truly want to make me your enemy?"
At that exact moment, the sky changed.

Ten heavy military aircraft descended through the clouds, their silhouettes massive and angular
against the stars.

They moved with unnatural silence for their size, rotors and engines humming with a low,
predatory thrum.

Spotlights lanced downward, pinning Namgung in brilliant white beams. The aircraft hovered in a
perfect formation, weapons pods already unfolding, the faint whine of targeting systems audible
even over the wind.

Namgung's head snapped up. His eyes widened.

"You..." The word came out strangled. “You really have sided with Prussia. You cannot be allowed
to live."

"You old bastard." Alex spat another mouthful of blood onto the broken stones. "I know you're
strong. But if you truly want to kill me, ask yourself whether your entire family can withstand
everything I will unleash in return. I will not stop with you. I will not leave even your dogs
breathing if you force me to name you my enemy." Namgung Hyuk went still in mid-air. For
decades, cultivators across Xia had whispered his name with fear and called him the Old Monster.
He did as he pleased. No one questioned him. No one threatened his bloodline. Until now.

His jaw tightened. A low growl rumbled from his chest. "You have no chivalry. No honor of a true
cultivator."

"I am the Prime Minister of Xia," Alex answered. "If you raise your hand against me, then every
member of the Namgung family becomes a traitor to the throne. That is the law. That is the price."

Alex took one deliberate step
forward. "Murim and the great sects
are forbidden from interfering in
imperial affairs. That has been the

covenant for centuries. Yet you flew here with the clear intent to



of

assassinate the Prime Minister I man why should
Xia. Tell me, old man

the Namgung name not be struck

from every record? Why should your

entire bloodline not be declared

traitors and hunted to the last?"

The silence that followed was absolute.

Namgung Hyuk had come to deliver justice. He had come to destroy the man he believed had
betrayed Xia to foreign machines. Now the ground had shifted beneath him.

If he struck Alex down, the Emperor's seal would brand every Namgung disciple, every cousin,
every child who carried that blood as enemies of the state. Heads would line the roads on spears.

The name would become a curse.

He turned his head slightly. "Feng Taiyi. Has Wudang already thrown in with Prussia? Have you
betrayed Xia?"

The Wudang Sect Master replied. "We protect the rightful Emperor. We stand with Xia. We took
Prussian designs and made them our own so this land could grow strong again. But you, Namgung
Hyuk, came here tonight with one purpose-to kill the Prime Minister. That choice was yours. And it

violates the oldest rule between murim and the throne."

Namgung spoke slowly. "It is true that murim does not mix with the affairs of emperors and
governorsz But this chaos began the moment Bai Xiaochun took the identity of Wudang's young
sect master while sitting in the Prime Minister's chair So rask you plainly." His gaze locked onto
Alex. "Which one are you? The Prime Minister of Xia... or the young master of Wudang?"

Alex met his stare without blinking.
"I am both."

"Then you are the one breaking the taboo," Namgung Hyuk's face hardened into something ancient
and merciless. "And for that, you must die. At any cost."

Alex met Feng Taiyi's eyes across the ruined courtyard.
He knew the truth without needing words. His master was still only at the fourth level

of Nascent Soul. Namgung Hyuk stood a full stage higher. Feng Taiyi had held the



line this long through skill alone. He could not hold it much longer.
If the fight continued, both men might die here tonight.
Alex turned his gaze back to Namgung.

"I am Bai Xiaochun," he said. "I followed my late father into the position of city lord of Qingshui.
Then became the governor of two provinces. Now I stand as Prime Minister of Xia."

Namgung hovered in silence for a moment, sword still raised. "So you claim you are not part of
murim at all?"

"I was forced into Wudang," Alex answered. "It was never my choice. If I must choose between the
seat of Prime Minister and my place in Wudang, then I will relinquish the latter without
hesitation."

Namgung's eyes narrowed.

Alex pressed forward before the silence could settle. "The drones, the satellites, every system you
see above us-I created them. They belong to the office of the Prime Minister now. They are
instruments of Xia's government. Murim has no voice in what the throne chooses to build or how it
chooses to defend its people."

He took another step, broken arm swinging at his side. "If you continue this attack, you will not be
remembered as a righteous elder. You will be marked a traitor to Xia. And every member of your
family will pay the price with you."

Namgung suddenly laughed.

“Good,” he said. “Very good. You stand there and claim you are no longer part of Wudang. But
Wudang is still murim. And I am one of the people who leads the murim alliance."

"From this moment, I declare that Wudang has colluded with Prussia. They have brought forbidden
foreign technology into our world. Wudang is now the enemy of every righteous sect. Our people
will come. We will burn their halls to the ground."

Feng Taiyi's face flushed dark red.

Namgung's gaze shifted to Alex once more. "As Prime Minister, you will not touch Wudang. You
will not aid them. If you do, you become a target of the murim alliance as well."

He turned back to Feng Taiyi, voice dropping into something colder and more final.
"You have two choices, Wudang Sect Master Accept the punishment

of the murim alliance. Close Wudang's gates for one hundred years Surrender your training realm
to us. Or we will destroy you Every

disciple will dre. Every hall will fath And when the ashes cool, the murim



alliance will take everything that remains-including the realm you have hidden for so long."
Feng Taiyi lifted his chin. "I will never do that."
Namgung Hyuk smiled.

"Then Wudang dies. And everything you have built burns with it."
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Alex stood in the rubble, blood dripping from his split lip onto the broken stone. His left arm hung
useless at his side, the bones shattered from Namgung Hyuk's earlier blow.

He ignored it. Pain was a luxury he could not afford. He raised his good hand.
"Attack now!"

Feng Taiyi charged forward without hesitation, pouring every ounce of his strength into the
assault. But Namgung Hyuk was older and stronger.

"You will never win," Namgung Hyuk sneered.

The two Nascent Soul masters collided high in the dark sky. Their swords clashed with explosive
force, sending streaks of sword light flashing like silver lightning weaving through turbulent storm
clouds.

Then, without warning, five thousand Wudang disciples emerged in perfect unison. They appeared
on every rooftop, in every shadowed courtyard, and from every hidden vantage point surrounding
the Prime Minister's pavilion. A sea of white robes rippled as one, silent and disciplined, like an
avalanche ready to descend.

They had been waiting. They formed a vast Taichi diagram across the ground and lower air, bodies
locking into perfect symmetry.

Qi flowed between them in rivers of silver light. The symbol pulsed once, deep and resonant, then
sent its gathered power surging upward into their Sect Master.

Feng Taiyi felt it connected to him like a second wind. His next strike landed heavier, faster, more
certain. The air around his blade thickened.

Namgung Hyuk's eyes widened. "Blue Heaven Boundless Sword!"



He answered with his clan's signature technique, the one that had made the Namgung name feared
for generations. Sword qi exploded outward in a twisting storm of phantom blades, each one
carrying the weight of a falling mountain.

Feng Taiyi met it with the Wudang Nine Moons. The ancient technique built in phases, each strike
deeper and more profound than the last. Their blades met in the center of the sky. The impact
detonated with a sound like the world cracking. Feng Taiyi was driven back a single step, boots
skidding through empty air.

Then the formation below roared.

Power flooded into the Wudang Sect Master in a single, unstoppable wave. His sword light swelled
into a colossal crescent moon of pure qi that swallowed Namgung's technique whole and forced the
older man to give ground for the first time that night.

The longer they fought, the stronger Feng Taiyi became. The formation fed him without limit.

Namgung Hyuk's face twisted. He had come to kill. Now he saw the trap closing around him. If this
continued, he would not leave this city alive.

"All of you force me to this," he snarled.
He pushed his cultivation past every limit he had ever respected. Life force
converted directly into raw power. Crimson light bled from his skin. His body

shuddered under the strain, veins standing out like ropes across his neck and arms. He would burn
himself to ash before he let them take him.

He gathered everything for one final strike that would end the fight. "Heavenly Thunder Emperor
Sword!"

Feng Taiyi saw the gathering storm. He took one deliberate step back in the air, creating the
smallest opening.

Triumph flashed across Namgung Hyuk's face. The old fool was afraid after all. He never got the
chance to strike.

High above, the ten heavy aircraft that had been hovering in perfect silence opened fire as one.
Their plasma cannons discharged in synchronized lances of searing blue-white energy.

The beams screamed downward and slammed into Namgung's hastily raised barrier with the force
of a meteor. Heat washed over the city.

The old master's shield buckled and flared, forcing him to pour every burning drop



of his life force into holding the line. It was all he could do to keep from being erased where he
floated.

At the same moment, five thousand drones dropped from the aircraft. They swarmed like a living
cloud of black metal and lightning. Precise arcs of electricity crackled between them, then lashed
out in chaining bolts that hammered Namgung's already cracking defenses.

His qi flow stuttered and broke under the relentless electrical disruption.
Then the swords came.

As one, the five thousand disciples drew their blades. The weapons rose into the night in a single
glittering wave and launched skyward.

Thousands of flying swords streaked toward Namgung from every angle, guided by the formation's
unified will. They struck his failing barrier like silver rain, probing, piercing, finding every fracture
the plasma and lightning had created.

Even one of the five greatest living cultivators in Xia could not hold forever.

Namgung Hyuk's barrier shattered in a cascade of dying light. Swords found flesh. Lightning jolted
through his core. Blood flew in dark arcs. His famous sword slipped from fingers gone numb. His
power hemorrhaged with every passing second. That was when Feng Taiyi moved.

The Wudang Sect Master descended like judgment. He executed the Nine Moons Sealing Technique.
He moved through nine precise steps in the air, each footfall leaving a glowing sigil in its wake.

With each step he struck a vital meridian point on Namgung's body with surgical precision. Not to
kill. To lock.

One.
Two.
Three.

By the fifth step, horror flooded Namgung Hyuk's eyes. He felt his dantian slam shut like a vault
door. His meridians sealed one after another. The raging qi inside him had nowhere to go and
nowhere to draw from.

Six.
Seven.

Eight.



Nine.

On the final step, Feng Taiyi's palm pressed flat against the old master's chest. A complex web of
light flared across Namgung's body, chaining every remaining source of power.

The roar died in Namgung Hyuk's throat.

His body went slack. The last of his qi guttered out. He fell from the sky like a broken puppet and
crashed into the rubble of the courtyard.

The aircraft held position, spotlights pinning the fallen figure. The drones formed a tight
perimeter.

The five thousand disciples stood motionless in their Taichi formation, swords still faintly glowing.
No cheers. No wasted movement. Only disciplined silence. Dust drifted through the beams of light.

Alex walked forward through the debris. He stopped beside the fallen legend and looked down.

Namgung Hyuk's eyes fluttered open, unfocused, filled with disbelief that was already turning into
something colder.

Alex crouched slightly.

"You came to kill the Prime Minister of Xia. You declared war on Wudang. You threatened my
family and my people." He paused. "Now you will answer for every one of those choices."

With his good hand he reached into his robe and withdrew a small silver Gaia band. The device
glowed faintly as he pressed it against the back of

the old master's neck Natof
flinched once, powerless to resist. The band locked into place with a soft click and a pulse of light.

“Namgung Hyuk. For daring to try to kill me in my own home, I now command Wudang and every
force under my control to destroy the Namgung family."

Five thousand voices answered as one.

"We accept the order!"

The Wudang disciples moved as one, without hesitation or fear. In perfect synchrony, they
summoned their flying swords back to their feet and shot into the sky like a storm of white
meteors, racing toward the hovering aircraft above.

They streamed aboard the waiting heavy transports with disciplined speed. Heavy ramps hissed

shut and locked. Advanced camouflage fields shimmered across the armored hulls, warping fight
until the entire fleet melted into the night sky.



A faint, deep hum was all that remained - and then even that disappeared. The invisible armada
sped away, vanishing in the direction of Anhui Province.

"You said you would let Wudang go," Namgung Hyuk rasped. "You said you would relinquish your
place among them."

Alex looked down at him. A cold smile touched his mouth but never reached his

eyes.

"I said whatever was necessary to buy time for the Wudang disciples to arrive and

take up their positions in formation," Namgung Hyuk said calmly. "Every single word was a lie."
"But here is the truth. You will watch your entire clan die because of the choice you made tonight."
Namgung's face twisted. Fresh blood welled at his lips.

"How dare you!"

"I know exactly where your family resides," Alex continued, voice steady. "Anhui province. Under
Yuan Shao's control. You flew here with the clear intent to assassinate the

Prime Minister of Xia. That makes you his blade. I assume he sent you."
Namgung's gaze shifted to Feng Taiyi, who stood a few paces away, sword still in
hand, white robes marked with dust and smoke.

"Feng Taiyi! Will you stand by and let this happen? The murim alliance will never forgive Wudang
for this. They will come for you. All of you."

The Wudang Sect Master met the old man's stare without flinching. He shook his
head once.

"The murim alliance has always wanted what Wudang holds. Our realm. This changes nothing.
They were coming for us either way."

Namgung's eyes widened with something close to despair. He opened his mouth,
but no more words came. Only a ragged breath.
A few hours later the night sky over Anhui province split open.

The camouflaged aircraft decloaked directly above the main Namgung clan compound. Ramps
dropped.

Five thousand Wudang disciples poured out like a silver flood from the heavens.



They fell in disciplined waves, white robes streaming, swords already drawn and glowing. Some
landed on rooftops. Others dropped straight into the central courtyards. The formation they had
used in Changyi re-formed in the air, qi linking them into a single coordinated force.

A clear voice rang out across the compound, amplified by the aircraft's systems.

“Capture them all! Whoever resists-kill them!"

The attack struck without warning.

Swords flashed in the dark. Qi techniques lit the night like sudden lightning.

Namgung clan guards barely had time to shout before the first wave hit them. Bodies fell.
Alarms began to wail, too late. Buildings caught fire as controlled bursts of flame qi

spread from targeted strikes. The main hall, the ancestral shrine, the armories— everything that
represented the clan's power began to burn.

"Wudang! How dare you attack us!" the Namgung disciple roared in utter disbelief, his face twisted
in fury.

Before the words even faded, Liu Piao's thunderous voice cut through the night: "Kill every last one
who refuses to surrender!"

Disciples moved in tight units, overwhelming resistance with numbers and precision.
Those who surrendered were bound and dragged aside.

Those who fought died quickly. The air filled with the crack of breaking steel, the roar of flames,
and the screams of the surprised and the dying.
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The morning after the Namgung compound burned, fear spread through the empire faster than any
messenger could ride.

In teahouses and sect halls from the northern passes to the southern deltas, men spoke in hushed
voices over cooling tea.

The Namgung family-one of the five great pillars of the Murim Alliance-had been erased in a single
night. Their ancestral halls reduced to ash. Their disciples scattered or dead.



Their legendary patriarch, Namgung Hyuk, gone without a trace. No one knew who had struck or
how.

Only that the attack had been swift, silent, and absolute. For generations, no one had dared raise a
hand against that name. Now the name itself felt like a curse.

In the great hall of the Prime Minister's pavilion in Changyi, Alex stood at the long map table,
fingers tapping once against the dark wood. Zhuge Liang waited opposite him, calm and precise as
always.

"Yuan Shao is moving," Alex said. "He sent the Murim Alliance after me. What do you think?"

Zhuge Liang inclined his head. "Their strongholds lie far to the north. They favor lone blades over
open war. An assassin draws less attention and invites less retaliation than an army."

Alex's jaw tightened. He hated the feeling—the sense that men across Xia believed they could test
him, wound him, and walk away untouched. "So they see me as weak. Someone they can prod and
ignore."

He looked up, eyes cold. "Two fronts are testing us right now. Yuan Shao with his Murim blade.
And the remnants of Dong Zhuo's generals-Li Jue and Guo Si-who sent Zhang Ji against us. They
still play their old games from the capital."

Zhuge Liang's expression did not change. "In this world, my lord, only power speaks loudly enough
to be heard."

Alex nodded once. "Then it is time they heard mine. Tonight. We strike back. You are coming with
me."

Zhuge Liang bowed. "As you command."

*k%

Night fell over Liang Province like a closing fist.

Ten heavy aircraft climbed into the darkness from hidden pads outside Changyi, their hulls
wrapped in shimmering camouflage fields that bent starlight around them until they vanished.
Inside the lead transport, Alex stood near the forward viewport, arms crossed, watching the black
landscape slide beneath them.

Five thousand Wudang disciples filled the fleet-white robes traded for dark, close- fitting gear that
blended cultivation discipline with modern stealth. Their swords rested ready at their sides. The
low, steady thrum of the engines vibrated through the deck plating.

Gaia's voice spoke directly into Alex's mind through the neural link, calm and precise. “Target
compound acquired. Luoyang capital mansion. Twenty Core Formation-level threats concealed
along the perimeter."



Alex's reply was steady over the encrypted channel. "Core Formation teams. Neutralize the outer
guardians. Silent. No alarms raised."

"Yes, young sect master."

Small strike units detached from the main force as the aircraft held position high above the city.
The disciples dropped like shadows, qi suppressed until they were almost invisible to spiritual
sense.

They landed on rooftops and in courtyards without a sound. Swords moved in short, economical
arcs-throats opened, vital qi points sealed before any cry could form.

Bodies were lowered silently to the ground and hidden. Within minutes the perimeter was clear.
The hidden guards died without ever knowing they had been found.

From the aircraft, Alex watched the Gaia overlay bloom across his vision-real-time thermal maps,
heart-rate signatures, faint qi fluctuations painting the interior of the main mansion in perfect
detail.

Li Jue sprawled in his private chambers, four women tangled around him in exhausted sleep. Guo
Si occupied an adjacent wing, a young woman curled against his side.

Alex's mouth curved in cold contempt. "Eight Core Formation per target. Take their heads. Clean
and fast."

Another channel opened. “Liu Piao. Twelve men. Secure the false emperor alive. Extract him."

"Yes, young sect master."

The elite teams moved through the mansion like ghosts. They bypassed locked doors with precise
qi techniques or forced them with minimal effort. In Li Jue's chamber the eight disciples struck as
one.

One moment the general lay lost in dreams of power and flesh. The next, cold steel found his throat
and sealed his meridians. His eyes flew open in shock.

No sound escaped. His head came free in a single clean motion. The women stirred too late; a soft
qi pulse dropped them into deep, dreamless sleep.

The same scene played out in Guo Si's room-swift, professional, merciless. Head taken before the
man could reach for his weapon.

Liu Piao's team hit the false emperor's guarded chamber at the same instant. The impostor tried to
shout. His guards died before the sound left his throat. The boy was bound, gagged, and pulled
from the room without raising a wider alarm.



A sudden, crushing pressure descended over the mansion like an invisible mountain crashing down
from the sky.

Every Wudang disciple still standing felt their bones shake. A terrifying Nascent Soul aura erupted
from the central courtyard, scorching and overwhelming, rising with ferocious speed.

High above the mansion hovered an old man with iron-gray hair and eyes like burning coals. His
sword was already drawn, and his qi roared violently around him in visible, turbulent waves.

"Who dares lay hands on the Emperor?” Li Tianlong's voice cracked across the compound like
thunder. "You will die for this treason!"

He moved before anyone could answer.

A single slash sent a crescent of sword qi screaming downward. It slammed into the Wudang
disciples still on the ground.

Core Formation experts who had just executed a perfect strike were hurled backward like leaves in
a gale. Bodies hit stone hard enough to crack it.

Blood sprayed from mouths. Several disciples collapsed, convulsing, vomiting dark blood onto the
scorched earth. The formation they had held so cleanly broke in an instant.

From the lead aircraft hovering above, Alex's eyes narrowed.
"Open the hatch," he ordered.

The ramp dropped. Cold night air rushed in. Alex stepped off the edge without hesitation and
dropped like a stone toward the courtyard. Wind tore at his robes. Below him, Li Tianlong was
already gathering power for a second strike.

Alex met the descending blade of qi head-on.

He caught the old man's wrist in mid-air, fingers locking like iron. The devastating impact sent a
powerful shockwave rippling outward, instantly shattering every wall and window of the mansion
in a deafening explosion of stone and wood. Alex's boots skidded across empty space as he halted
his fall, hovering face-to-face with the Nascent Soul cultivator. Blood trickled from the corner of
his mouth where the residual force had struck him, but his grip did not loosen.

Li Tianlong's eyes widened in genuine shock.
"Who are you?"
"Prime Minister Bai Xiaochun." Alex replied. "Acting on the direct order of Emperor

Liu Xie, I came to punish traitors who installed a false emperor and defied the throne. And you
are?”

The old man's qi flared brighter. "Li Tianlong of the Luoyang Dragon Gate Li Clan.”



Alex kept his grip firm, eyes locked on the older man's. "This is a matter of the imperial
government. Murim sects have no right to interfere in the affairs of the throne. If you stand in the
way of lawful punishment, you and every member of your Dragon Gate Clan will be branded
traitors Your halls will burn. Your name will be erased."

Li Tianlong stared for a heartbeat, then threw his head back and laughed a deep, booming sound
filled with Nascent Soul arrogance. His qi surged again, pressing down on Alex like a physical
weight.

"You speak boldly for a man whose cultivation is barely worth noticing. I am one of
the top ten cultivators in all of Xia. No one has dared move against the Dragon Gate

Li Clan in a hundred years. You think you can threaten my family? My clan is not so easily
destroyed."

Alex's eyes stayed flat and cold. He did not release the man's wrist.
"Namgung Hyuk said almost the same words last night," he replied quietly. "Right before his entire
clan compound was reduced to ash and his bloodline was scattered or slaughtered. Tell me, Li

Tianlong-do you truly believe the Dragon Gate L Clan is so much stronger than the Namgung ever
were?"

The laughter died in the old man's throat.

He had heard what happened to the Namgung family. Looking at his own situation, he could see
that his family was no better off. If even the powerful Namgung clan could be completely erased,
then so could his. After all, his strength was far below Namgung Hypk's, and his family was
nowhere near as

powerful as the Namgung clan.

Li Tianlong's qi flickered for the first time uncertainty cutting through the arrogance.
Alex leaned in slightly, voice dropping to something almost conversational.

"Walk away now, old man. Take your clan and stay out of imperial business.”

He truly didn't want to fight this old man. Deep down, he wasn't confident he could win if they
truly clashed.

Below them, the surviving Wudang disciples were already regrouping despite their injuries. Their
swords glowed faintly as they formed up once again, ready to fight.

The captured false emperor and the severed heads of Li Jue and Guo Si were already being carried
over by the disciples.

The moment Li Tianlong saw this, his expression changed. He abruptly drew his sword and roared,
"I cannot let you have them! My daughter is the Emperor's wife I must protect him!"



With that, he launched a fierce sword strike straight at Alex.

Alex swiftly drew his sword to block the blow, but the overwhelming force sent him flying
backward like a cannonball. He smashed heavily into the mansion, collapsing walls and sending
debris flying everywhere.

"Even if you are the Prime Minister, you still have to die!" Li Tianlong roared.
Alex slowly rose to his feet, dusting off his clothes. A cold, merciless light flashed in his eyes.

“Good.” He turned toward the Wudang disciples below and declared in a commanding voice,
"Wudang disciples! I order you to annihilate the Luoyang Dragon Gate Li Clan immediately! Kill
every single person inside - don't leave even a dog alive! They are traitors of Great Xia!"
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The night air in the ruined courtyard still carried the sharp tang of smoke and blood. Li Tianlong
stood rigid, his sword lowered but his eyes burning with the kind of fury that could ignite cities.
His voice cracked across the open space.

"If you do this, you are no longer human. How can you drag my entire family into your games?"

Alex met his gaze without blinking. "I gave you a chance once. I am giving you another. Choose.
Friend or enemy. But choose quickly."

"I serve only Emperor Liu Jian,” Li Tianlong spat. "The true son of the dragon. Not your puppet boy
from the provinces."

Alex nodded once, a small, cold movement. "Liu Piao. Kill the emperor."

The fat Wudang disciple holding the bound false emperor tightened his grip. Liu Jian's eyes
widened in sudden terror as Liu Piao drew his blade in one smooth motion, the steel singing as it
cleared the sheath.

"Wait!" Li Tianlong roared.

But Lu Piao had already driven his sword straight into the Emperor's heart. The blade erupted from
the Emperor's back in a spray of blood.

Li Tianlong stood frozen, his face drained of color as shock overtook him.

In that single heartbeat Alex moved.



He drew his own blade in a blur of silver. The Wudang Limitless Sword technique unfolded without
wasted motion-no grand stance, no shouted name, only the quiet precision.

The edge found the blind spot beneath Li Tianlong's raised arm and drove straight through his
heart.

The older man staggered. His sword slipped from nerveless fingers and clattered on the broken
stone. Blood welled dark and fast around the steel buried in his chest.

Alex kept his grip steady on the hilt. "I always knew why you married your daughter to the boy
emperor. You wanted the throne for yourself. You thought a marriage alliance would let you pull
the strings from the shadows."

Li Tianlong's face had gone the color of wet ash. His mouth worked, but only a wet rasp came out.

Alex leaned in slightly. "Do not worry. By tomorrow the entire capital will believe a different story.
Li Tianlong, desperate for power, murdered Li Jue and Guo Si in their sleep. Their loyal soldiers
turned on him in rage. In the chaos that followed, the false emperor and Li Tianlong were killed.
And when the dust settled, Prime Minister Bai Xiaochun restored order and brought the true
Emperor Liu Xie back to his rightful place."

He twisted the blade once, cleanly.

Li Tianlong's eyes filled with the terrible understanding of a man who had gambled everything and
lost in the space of a single breath. His body folded, and Alex let it drop.

The courtyard fell silent except for the distant crackle of fires still burning in the outer wings of
the mansion.

Alex turned to Zhuge Liang, who stood a few paces away, "Liang Province is now yours. Govern it
as you see fit. Make certain every soul here learns to worship Liu Xie as the true Son of Heaven."

Zhuge Liang bowed deeply. "It will be done, my lord. And you will remain Prime Minister of Great
Xia."

"Good." Alex wiped his blade on the dead man's robe and sheathed it. "I am leaving five thousand
Wudang disciples with you. Hold this province until it is secure. Then send them home."

"Thank you, my lord."
By morning the news had already begun its work.

The heads of Li Tianlong, Li Jue, and Guo Si had been mounted on tall spikes along the main avenue
leading to the old palace gates. Flies gathered in the rising heat. Crowds moved past in uneasy
silence, some staring, others quickly lowering their eyes.



In the central square, Zhuge Liang stood before a simple altar draped in white. Incense smoke
curled upward as he performed the rites for the dead Emperor Liu Jian-short, formal, and final.

No one in the crowd dared question why the ceremony felt more like a closing of accounts than a
mourning.

A senior officer in the new black-and-silver uniform of the Prime Minister's guard walked the
length of the avenue, reading from a scroll in a carrying voice that reached every corner.

"Last night Li Tianlong of the Dragon Gate Li Clan, consumed by ambition, murdered the loyal
generals Li Jue and Guo Si in their sleep. He sought to seize the young emperor and rule through
him."

"When the generals' own soldiers discovered the treachery, they rose in righteous anger and struck
down both the traitor and the false emperor he had tried to control."

“In the confusion, the true Emperor Liu Xie-long held captive by Dong Zhuo's remnants has
returned to us. Prime Minister Bai Xiaochun has restored order. Liang Province is now under the
governorship of Zhuge Liang, who will ensure justice and prosperity under the true Son of
Heaven."

"As for the Dragon Gate Li Clan, every member has been judged complicit in treason. They are
stripped of name and rank. From this day they serve as slaves of the state, to be dispersed across
the provinces and labor until their debt to Xia is paid."

Soldiers moved through the streets in disciplined squads. They dragged men, women, and children
from the Li family compound in chains. Some of the captives wept. Others walked with heads high
until the first lash fell. No one raised a hand to stop it.

The same people who had once bowed to the Li name now watched in fearful silence as the last
remnants of the old capital's power were marched toward the western gates like cattle.

Meanwhile, the army of fifty thousand moved like a river of steel across the plain, banners
snapping in the dry wind. Zhang Ji rode at the head, his armor polished, his face set in the hard
lines of a man who had already counted the Yan and Qing province as his.

Scouts had reported no resistance ahead. Yan would fall before the week was out. Then the sky
changed.

A low, mechanical hum rose from the horizon. Black shapes appeared-dozens, then hundreds-
moving faster than any bird.

The drones swept low over the column, hatches opening in perfect unison. Thousands of folded
letters spilled out, fluttering down like pale snow.

Soldiers broke formation to snatch them from the air. One by one they read. The marching rhythm
faltered. Voices rose in confusion, then fear.



"Emperor Liu Jian is dead. Li Tianlong is dead. Li Jue is dead. Guo Si is dead. Lay down your arms
and return to your homes. Those who continue will be marked as traitors to the true Emperor Liu
Xie."

A grizzled veteran near the front stared at the paper until the words blurred. His hands shook once.
He folded the letter carefully, tucked it inside his tunic, and turned his horse around without a
word. Others followed.

At the vanguard, a young runner sprinted through the dust and thrust a leaflet into Zhang Ji's hand.
The general read it twice. His jaw tightened until the muscle jumped.

"Send a bird to Luoyang," he ordered. "I want confirmation before the sun moves another hand's
width."

The carrier pigeon flew. Half a day later it returned. The message tied to its leg matched the
leaflets exactly.

Zhang Ji crushed the paper in his fist. "We march on Yan. Nothing has changed." That night the
camp was quieter than it should have been. Men sat around fires that burned low. Few spoke.
When the first gray light touched the tents the next morning, Zhang Ji stepped outside and stopped.

Fifteen thousand men remained.

The rest-thirty-five thousand soldiers from Liang Province had simply walked away in the dark.
They had families waiting in a province that no longer belonged to the men who had sent them
here. There was no fight left in them.

Zhang Ji's face went dark with blood. He turned his remaining troops south toward Jing Province
instead.

The attack came at dawn two days later. Zhang Ji drove his reduced force hard against the
Governor of Jing's smaller army.

Steel met steel in the narrow valley roads. Zhang Ji fought at the front, sword rising and falling
until his arm ached and his breath burned in his chest. For a time it looked as though sheer

momentum would carry them through.

Then an arrow took him high in the side, just beneath the armpit where the armor joined. He
staggered, killed the man who had fired it, and kept fighting.

A second blade found the gap between his ribs during the press of bodies. He felt

the steel slide in, felt the hot rush of blood inside his armor. Still he pushed forward until his legs
would no longer hold him.

He died on his knees in the mud, staring at the banner of Jing as it fell.

His nephew, Zhang Xiu, a lean young



him

man barely twenty-five, took command before the sun set. The surviving officers looked to h Zhang
Xiu looked at the dead and at the fetters still clutched in some of the men's hands. He weighed the
cost of another war against the cost of survival.

By the following morning he sent riders north with a sealed message.

The letter reached Changyi three days later. Zhang Xiu pledged his loyalty to Emperor Liu Xie and
accepted Bai Xiaochun as Prime Minister of Xia. He asked only to remain governor of Jing under
the new order. The request was granted before the ink dried.

Far to the west, Fan Chou finished

what he had been sent to do. Yuan Shu's army broke in a single sharp engagement outside the
walls of his capital Fan Chou took the head himself. When the city surrendered he walked its
streets once saw the fear in every face and made his decision before the bodies were even cleared.
He too sent a message to Changyi.

He had no wish to die for a throne that was already lost. He would keep Yu

Province, govern it fairly, and live long enough to see his grandchildren. In return he

offered his sword and his province to Emperor Liu Xie and Prime Minister Bai

Xiaochun.

A month passed.

In the war room of the Prime Minister's pavilion, Zhuge Liang stood beside the living map. Markers
glowed across tef acrosstert provinces now-Yan and Qing, the original five that had knelt, Liang
under his own hand, Jing under the young Zhang Xiu, and Yuunder Fan

Chou.
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“We hold ten of the eighteen provinces,” Zhuge Liang said. “Yuan Shao controls four outright and
has the quiet support of two others. The remaining two provinces in the south are still in the hands

of the Yellow Turban. What are your orders, my lord?"

Alex did not answer at once. He walked slowly around the table, eyes moving from one cluster of
markers to the next.

"Clear the Yellow Turbans first,” he said. “Then the two provinces propping up Yuan Shao. Cut
away his support before we force him to kneel. Once that is done, the whole of Xia answers to one
throne."



Zhuge Liang inclined his head. "It will be done."

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 673[
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The war room's doors opened without ceremony. Li Qingxue stepped inside, white robes streaked
with road dust, her breathing controlled but tight. She bowed once, sharp and precise.

"Young Sect Master. Urgent news from the Murim Alliance."
Alex did not turn. "Speak."

"They have declared Wudang an enemy of the righteous sects. Five days. Surrender the sect and its
assets, or their combined forces march on our halls."

The words landed like stones in still water. Alex's eyes were calm, almost cold. "Good. They finally
moved."

He shifted his attention to the man waiting on the far side of the map.

Zhuge Liang stood with his usual stillness, hands clasped behind his back, the faint lines at the
corners of his eyes the only sign he had absorbed every word.

"Zhuge Liang. My orders."
"Yes, Prime Minister."

"First, the two provinces still clinging to the Yellow Turbans. Send our most reliable high-ranking
officers-those whose loyalty is beyond question. They shall enter as the new governors. Preferably
choose men born of that soil. Native blood always secures control more swiftly and cleanly."

"Ten thousand drones will precede them. The machines will sweep through rebel strongholds,
disable their fighters, and detain them in holding camps. We will keep bloodshed to a minimum
wherever possible."

"While that happens, Wudang's elite will hunt their chieftains-take them alive if they yield, cut
them down if they dare resist. Our governors need only march in and claim the land. The populace
will hear but one story: when our officers arrived, the Yellow Turbans had already fled in panic,
not one daring to raise a blade against us."

Zhuge Liang inclined his head. "Understood. I have two men already loyal to us, both from those
provinces. Good generals. They will follow orders without question.”



"Good," Alex continued. "Second. The two provinces still propping up Yuan Shao. Send word
immediately. They have one week to publicly pledge loyalty to Emperor Liu Xie and to me as Prime
Minister. If they refuse, or if they delay, they and every member of their families will be declared
traitors. No exceptions. No mercy. Make sure the message is clear and personal. They choose now-
stand with Xia or burn with Yuan Shao."

Zhuge Liang's expression did not change, but his voice carried a note of measured weight. "A hard
line, my lord. It will force their hands quickly."

"That is the point.” Alex said. "Last order. Send this to every governor under our control."

"Any trouble caused by Murim Alliance sects-fights between so-called orthodox and unorthodox
factions, interference in local affairs, threats to our people-must be stopped at once. Capture the
offenders. Jail them. It does not matter who started it. The Murim Alliance member will be the
offenders, the one in mistake."

Zhuge Liang was silent for a moment. "My lord, many clan and sect within the Murim Alliance still
hold land and influence across Xia. If we press them this hard, some may choose open rebellion
rather than submission."

Alex met his eyes.

"Then they rebel," he said quietly. "And we kill them. All of them if we must. They declared
Wudang the enemy. Wudang is me. That makes me their enemy. Attacking my sect is attacking the
Prime Minister of Xia. They do not get to draw that line and then pretend it stops at our gates. If
they want war with Wudang, they have war with the throne. They have no safe place left in this
empire."

He leaned forward slightly, voice dropping lower, colder.

"Tell them the choice is simple. They can abandon the old Murim Alliance leadership, accept
Wudang as the new head of the righteous sects, and keep their businesses and their lives. Or they
can stand with the men who just tried to murder the Prime Minister in his own home and watch
everything they built turn to ash. There is no middle ground anymore."

Zhuge Liang bowed, deeper this time. "It will be done exactly as you command. The messages will
go out within the hour. The governors will understand the cost of hesitation."

Alex straightened.
Five days.
The Murim Alliance thought they were delivering an ultimatum.

They had just given him the opening he needed.



"Li Qingxue," Alex called.
The woman turned to face him respectfully.

"Those bandits we captured after they attempted to plunder Qinshui City—the unorthodox
cultivators. Do they remain within the Wudang training realm?"

"Yes, Young Sect Master," Li Qingxue answered promptly. "They are still inside, training diligently
and carrying out their assigned labors as per your command.”

"Good. Release them all of them. Scatter them into every province under our control. Their orders
are simple: stir up trouble for the Murim Alliance and anyone connected to them. If they can seize
territory or businesses, especially by provoking clashes with orthodox Murim factions, our soldiers
will swoop in to capture the Alliance members. Everything they fight over will become theirs. Make
sure they understand this arrangement perfectly."

Li Qingxue's posture stiffened. She took one step closer, her hands clasped tight at her sides.
"Young Sect Master... this will spill blood into the streets. Ordinary people will suffer when the
fighting starts."

Alex held her gaze without blinking. "The trouble will land first on the Murim Alliance. They
believe their leaders speak for heaven itself. They have forgotten that the law of Xia flows through
this room. Let them discover how long they last when the entire empire treats them as enemies."

She bowed, slower than before, the reluctance visible in the set of her shoulders and the way her
fingers tightened on the fabric of her robes. "As you command."

That night the drones lifted from concealed pads outside Changyi and the forward strongholds.
Their holds carried men and women who had lived outside every law- bandits who once raided
caravans, unorthodox fighters who had survived purges, survivors given new purpose in the
hidden realm.

The bandits roared with laughter. “Hahaha! I never imagined we'd get such a sweet order like this!
We attack some homeowner, the soldiers swoop in, arrest the owner, and boom-we become the
new masters of the place! This is genius!"

"Finally! It's time for us to become the real owners!"

They dropped into provinces like silent rain, vanishing into alleys and back roads before first light.

*k%

In the northern trading city the Iron Mountain Clan's fortified grain warehouses stood quiet under
a sky still dark.

Their black-and-silver banners hung limp over the high stone walls, marking one of the Murim
Alliance's most reliable northern strongholds.



Inside, lanterns burned low over endless rows of stacked sacks.
A sudden crash split the silence as the main gates exploded inward.
Splintered timber and twisted iron slammed against the inner courtyard.

Dark figures poured through the breach before the dust settled, moving in low, disciplined groups.
One team sealed the side exits while another drove straight for the guard posts.

Steel gleamed coldly in the predawn gloom. One Iron Mountain guarddet out a strangled cry and
crumpled, hands pressed desperately to his side. Another guard turned to flee, frantically ringing
the alarm bell.

Loud shouts immediately burst from the nearby inner halls of the clan. More members rushed out,
still tying their robes, their weapons already humming with powerful qi.

They rushed the intruders in greater numbers, trying to drive them back toward the broken gates.
The fighting thickened fast.

Then the streets outside thundered with the rhythm of many boots. Imperial soldiers flooded in
from three directions at once.

They arrived in overwhelming force, ten times the number already inside the walls, moving with
the cold precision of men who had clear orders.

The Iron Mountain fighters turned toward them with open relief, some lowering their weapons and
calling out that criminals had attacked their compound.

The lead officer raised one hand.

"These men are the ones disturbing the peace. Arrest every Iron Mountain Clan member on these
grounds."

The clan fighters stood frozen in confusion for a brief moment.
"Wait a minute! Those bandits attacked us-why are you capturing us and not them?!" one roared.

"Exactly!" another clansman shouted angrily. "This is our clan's home! They're the invaders, yet
you choose to arrest us?"

Before they could say more, the soldiers surged forward like a tide.

"Enough! These clan dogs have harmed innocent citizens. We are taking all of you
into custody. You will answer for your deeds!"

"Hold on!" the tron Mountain clan
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leader bellowed. "They are the bandits! They sneaked into our grounds to rob us. We defended
Vernet

ourselves and tried to kill them would you have us stand by and do nothing?"
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"You have injured civilians," the soldier leader replied sternly, "therefore, you will all

go to prison!"

They overwhelmed the outnumbered Murim with sheer weight, slamming men to the ground,
twisting arms behind backs, snapping manacles shut.

By the time the first true light touched the warehouse roofs, the last Iron Mountain loyalists were
being marched out in columns under heavy guard.

The unorthodox fighters who had broken the gates stood on the inner walls, breathing hard, blood
on their sleeves.

An officer approached their leader, exchanged a few quiet words, and pressed a sealed document
into his palm. The fighters accepted it without ceremony.

The Iron Mountain Clan's grain warehouses and whole hall now belonged to them.

The pattern repeated across the controlled provinces. Murim's member businesses and safe houses
came under sudden attack. Some burned.

Others changed hands before the sun rose.

Local gangs that had once paid protection to Murim elders now tried to kill their masters. Soldiers
moved fast wherever violence flared, but they only ever arrested one side.

The Murim Alliance members!
When clan elders tried to protest,

they were brought before local judgesin chains. One white-haired patriarch in a southern city
slammed his fist on the table and demanded justice for his seized armory.

The judge read the new decree without looking up.
The entire family was declared traitors to the throne. Their remaining wealth and

holdings were confiscated on the spot. The elder's sons were dragged away while he shouted until
his voice broke.



The same scenes played out in city after city. Murim Alliance members who had once walked
openly now hid or were hauled to prisons in groups.

Their orthodox rivals watched in uneasy silence as the unorthodox factions- suddenly backed by
soldiers-claimed the spoils and the protection that came with

them.

Messengers rode north through the night. In the great halls of the Murim Alliance,

the reports arrived one after another until the tables were covered with crumpled

letters.

A great upheaval shook the Murim Alliance. Many of its members suddenly declared

their desire to abandon the orthodox path and align themselves with the unorthodox factions.
Meanwhile, another group pushed strongly to appoint the Wudang Sect as the new

leader of the alliance, while quite a few others quietly departed from the Murim Alliance
altogether.

The realization spread through the elders like a slow poison.
They had declared Wudang an enemy.

And in doing so they had made an enemy of the man who now held half of Xia in his

grip.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 674[
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The war room's doors opened without ceremony. Li Qingxue stepped inside, white robes streaked
with road dust, her breathing controlled but tight. She bowed once, sharp and precise.

"Young Sect Master. Urgent news from the Murim Alliance."
Alex did not turn. "Speak."

"They have declared Wudang an enemy of the righteous sects. Five days. Surrender the sect and its
assets, or their combined forces march on our halls."



The words landed like stones in still water. Alex's eyes were calm, almost cold. "Good. They finally
moved."

He shifted his attention to the man waiting on the far side of the map.

Zhuge Liang stood with his usual stillness, hands clasped behind his back, the faint lines at the
corners of his eyes the only sign he had absorbed every word.

"Zhuge Liang. My orders."
"Yes, Prime Minister."

"First, the two provinces still clinging to the Yellow Turbans. Send our most reliable high-ranking
officers-those whose loyalty is beyond question. They shall enter as the new governors. Preferably
choose men born of that soil. Native blood always secures control more swiftly and cleanly."

"Ten thousand drones will precede them. The machines will sweep through rebel strongholds,
disable their fighters, and detain them in holding camps. We will keep bloodshed to a minimum
wherever possible."

"While that happens, Wudang's elite will hunt their chieftains-take them alive if they yield, cut
them down if they dare resist. Our governors need only march in and claim the land. The populace
will hear but one story: when our officers arrived, the Yellow Turbans had already fled in panic,
not one daring to raise a blade against us."

Zhuge Liang inclined his head. "Understood. I have two men already loyal to us, both from those
provinces. Good generals. They will follow orders without question.”

"Good," Alex continued. "Second. The two provinces still propping up Yuan Shao. Send word
immediately. They have one week to publicly pledge loyalty to Emperor Liu Xie and to me as Prime
Minister. If they refuse, or if they delay, they and every member of their families will be declared
traitors. No exceptions. No mercy. Make sure the message is clear and personal. They choose now-
stand with Xia or burn with Yuan Shao."

Zhuge Liang's expression did not change, but his voice carried a note of measured weight. "A hard
line, my lord. It will force their hands quickly."

"That is the point.” Alex said. "Last order. Send this to every governor under our control."

"Any trouble caused by Murim Alliance sects-fights between so-called orthodox and unorthodox
factions, interference in local affairs, threats to our people-must be stopped at once. Capture the
offenders. Jail them. It does not matter who started it. The Murim Alliance member will be the
offenders, the one in mistake."

Zhuge Liang was silent for a moment. "My lord, many clan and sect within the Murim Alliance still
hold land and influence across Xia. If we press them this hard, some may choose open rebellion
rather than submission."



Alex met his eyes.

"Then they rebel," he said quietly. "And we kill them. All of them if we must. They declared
Wudang the enemy. Wudang is me. That makes me their enemy. Attacking my sect is attacking the
Prime Minister of Xia. They do not get to draw that line and then pretend it stops at our gates. If
they want war with Wudang, they have war with the throne. They have no safe place left in this
empire."

He leaned forward slightly, voice dropping lower, colder.

"Tell them the choice is simple. They can abandon the old Murim Alliance leadership, accept
Wudang as the new head of the righteous sects, and keep their businesses and their lives. Or they
can stand with the men who just tried to murder the Prime Minister in his own home and watch
everything they built turn to ash. There is no middle ground anymore."

Zhuge Liang bowed, deeper this time. "It will be done exactly as you command. The messages will
go out within the hour. The governors will understand the cost of hesitation."

Alex straightened.
Five days.
The Murim Alliance thought they were delivering an ultimatum.

They had just given him the opening he needed.

"Li Qingxue," Alex called.
The woman turned to face him respectfully.

"Those bandits we captured after they attempted to plunder Qinshui City—the unorthodox
cultivators. Do they remain within the Wudang training realm?"

"Yes, Young Sect Master," Li Qingxue answered promptly. "They are still inside, training diligently
and carrying out their assigned labors as per your command.”

"Good. Release them all of them. Scatter them into every province under our control. Their orders
are simple: stir up trouble for the Murim Alliance and anyone connected to them. If they can seize
territory or businesses, especially by provoking clashes with orthodox Murim factions, our soldiers
will swoop in to capture the Alliance members. Everything they fight over will become theirs. Make
sure they understand this arrangement perfectly."

Li Qingxue's posture stiffened. She took one step closer, her hands clasped tight at her sides.
"Young Sect Master... this will spill blood into the streets. Ordinary people will suffer when the
fighting starts."



Alex held her gaze without blinking. "The trouble will land first on the Murim Alliance. They
believe their leaders speak for heaven itself. They have forgotten that the law of Xia flows through
this room. Let them discover how long they last when the entire empire treats them as enemies."

She bowed, slower than before, the reluctance visible in the set of her shoulders and the way her
fingers tightened on the fabric of her robes. "As you command."

That night the drones lifted from concealed pads outside Changyi and the forward strongholds.
Their holds carried men and women who had lived outside every law- bandits who once raided
caravans, unorthodox fighters who had survived purges, survivors given new purpose in the
hidden realm.

The bandits roared with laughter. “Hahaha! I never imagined we'd get such a sweet order like this!
We attack some homeowner, the soldiers swoop in, arrest the owner, and boom-we become the
new masters of the place! This is genius!"

"Finally! It's time for us to become the real owners!"

They dropped into provinces like silent rain, vanishing into alleys and back roads before first light.

*k%

In the northern trading city the Iron Mountain Clan's fortified grain warehouses stood quiet under
a sky still dark.

Their black-and-silver banners hung limp over the high stone walls, marking one of the Murim
Alliance's most reliable northern strongholds.

Inside, lanterns burned low over endless rows of stacked sacks.
A sudden crash split the silence as the main gates exploded inward.
Splintered timber and twisted iron slammed against the inner courtyard.

Dark figures poured through the breach before the dust settled, moving in low, disciplined groups.
One team sealed the side exits while another drove straight for the guard posts.

Steel gleamed coldly in the predawn gloom. One Iron Mountain guarddet out a strangled cry and
crumpled hands pressed desperately to his side. Another guard turned to flee, frantically ringing
the alarm bell.

Loud shouts immediately burst from the nearby inner halls of the clan. More members rushed out,
still tying their robes, their weapons already humming with powerful qi.

They rushed the intruders in greater numbers, trying to drive them back toward the broken gates.
The fighting thickened fast.

Then the streets outside thundered with the rhythm of many boots. Imperial soldiers flooded in
from three directions at once.



They arrived in overwhelming force, ten times the number already inside the walls, moving with
the cold precision of men who had clear orders.

The Iron Mountain fighters turned toward them with open relief, some lowering their weapons and
calling out that criminals had attacked their compound.

The lead officer raised one hand.

"These men are the ones disturbing the peace. Arrest every Iron Mountain Clan member on these
grounds."

The clan fighters stood frozen in confusion for a brief moment.
"Wait a minute! Those bandits attacked us-why are you capturing us and not them?!" one roared.

"Exactly!" another clansman shouted angrily. "This is our clan's home! They're the invaders, yet
you choose to arrest us?"

Before they could say more, the soldiers surged forward like a tide. "Enough! These clan dogs have
harmed innocent citizens. We are taking all of you

into custody. You will answer for your deeds!"
the fron

"Hold on!" the tron Mountain clan leader bellowed. "They are the bandits! They sneaked into our
grounds to rob us. We defended. Ourselves and tried to kill them-would you have us stand by and
do nothing?"
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"You have injured civilians," the soldier leader replied sternly, "therefore, you will all
go to prison!"

They overwhelmed the outnumbered Murim with sheer weight, slamming men to the ground,
twisting arms behind backs, snapping manacles shut.

By the time the first true light touched the warehouse roofs, the last Iron Mountain loyalists were
being marched out in columns under heavy guard.

The unorthodox fighters who had broken the gates stood on the inner walls, breathing hard, blood
on their sleeves.

An officer approached their leader, exchanged a few quiet words, and pressed a sealed document
into his palm. The fighters accepted it without ceremony.

The Iron Mountain Clan's grain warehouses and whole hall now belonged to them.



The pattern repeated across the controlled provinces. Murim's member businesses and safe houses
came under sudden attack. Some burned.

Others changed hands before the sun rose.

Local gangs that had once paid protection to Murim elders now tried to kill their masters. Soldiers
moved fast wherever violence flared, but they only ever arrested one side.

The Murim Alliance members!
When clan elders tried to protest,

they were brought before local judges in chains. One white-haired patriarch in a southern city ma
southern city slammed his fist on the table and demanded justice for his seized armory.

The judge read the new decree without looking up.
The entire family was declared traitors to the throne. Their remaining wealth and

holdings were confiscated on the spot. The elder's sons were dragged away while he shouted until
his voice broke.

The same scenes played out in city after city. Murim Alliance members who had once walked
openly now hid or were hauled to prisons in groups.

Their orthodox rivals watched in uneasy silence as the unorthodox factions- suddenly backed by
soldiers-claimed the spoils and the protection that came with

them.

Messengers rode north through the night. In the great halls of the Murim Alliance,

the reports arrived one after another until the tables were covered with crumpled

letters.

A great upheaval shook the Murim Alliance. Many of its members suddenly declared

their desire to abandon the orthodox path and align themselves with the unorthodox factions.
Meanwhile, another group pushed strongly to appoint the Wudang Sect as the new

leader of the alliance, while quite a few others quietly departed from the Murim Alliance
altogether.

The realization spread through the elders like a slow poison.

They had declared Wudang an enemy.



And in doing so they had made an enemy of the man who now held half of Xia in his

grip.
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Gaia's calm voice resonated in Alex's mind. "The enemy's primary supply depots have been
identified. They are located forty kilometers behind the vanguard. Three major stockpiles are
currently supplying the main host. Satellite reconnaissance indicates only a light guard presence."

"Great." Alex said. "Neutralize the guards. Clean sweep. Loot what you can carry. Burn or remove
the rest. Leave nothing they can use."

"Understood," Gaia replied instantly. "I've already moved ten thousand drones to the three supply
depot locations. Ready to execute the order on your command."

Alex turned to Zhuge Liang. “Yuan Shao fights a ground war. He sees only what his scouts and
messengers bring him. We see everything. The air is ours. The logistics that keep his army alive are

already in our hands."

Zhuge Liang inclined his head. "A three-dimensional battlefield, my lord. He does not yet
understand the rules have changed."

Alex allowed himself the smallest nod. "He will."

*k*k

Forty kilometers behind the advancing columns, in a narrow valley ringed by low hills, the main
supply depot sprawled across ancient terraced fields.

Massive granaries of packed earth and timber stood shoulder to shoulder with rows of covered
wagons. Sacks of rice and millet rose in mountains high enough to feed an army for weeks.

Salted meat hung in long sheds. Barrels of pickled vegetables and dried fish lined the perimeter
like a fortress wall.

The guards—veterans of a dozen campaigns—moved with the relaxed confidence of men who
believed the real fighting lay far ahead. Fires crackled. Dice rattled on a blanket. One man laughed
at a crude joke about the softness of southern women.

Then the sky changed.



A low, mechanical hum rose from the darkness, growing faster than any bird could fly. Black
shapes resolved into sleek, angular forms-drones, dozens at first, then hundreds, then thousands-
moving in perfect, silent coordination.

Their hulls drank the starlight. No banners. No war cries. Only the soft whir of rotors and the faint
blue glow of sensor arrays.

"Look out!" a sentry screamed, pointing upward. "There those things in the sky!"

Men scrambled for bows and crossbows. Someone rang the alarm bell, its frantic clanging
swallowed by the rising drone of the swarm.

The first volley came without warning.

Needle-like projectiles hissed from underbelly pods-thin, almost invisible in the dark. They struck
with soft, wet thuds. One man slapped at his neck, eyes widening in confusion.

Another staggered, sword slipping from nerveless fingers. Within seconds the depot erupted in
chaos. Soldiers tried to run. Tried to fight. Tried to form any kind of defense.

The darts found them anyway-throats, shoulders, exposed skin. Sedative qi mixed with engineered
neurotoxin spread like fire through their meridians.

Bodies dropped where they stood. Some managed a single choked shout before their eyes rolled
back and they crumpled into the dirt.

No one escaped. The drones did not miss.
Then the second phase began.

Gravity fields activated with a low, resonant thrum that vibrated through the earth. Massive crates
of grain-each weighing hundreds of pounds-lifted as if invisible hands had seized them.

Wagons rose whole, creaking and groaning, their axles spinning uselessly in the air. Barrels floated
upward in neat, orderly lines.

The drones coordinated with surgical precision, anti-grav projectors and manipulator fields
working in tandem.

Ten thousand machines moved as one living organism. In less than ten minutes the entire depot
was stripped bare.



What could not be carried was reduced to ash by precise plasma bursts that left only blackened
earth and the smell of scorched grain.

By the time the last drone climbed back into the night sky, the valley that had fed an army looked
like it had been visited by locusts and then scoured by fire.

*k*k

In the war room, Gaia's update arrived without ceremony. “Depots neutralized. One hundred
percent of enemy food stores in the primary sector removed or destroyed."

Alex studied the map. The red markers representing Yuan Shao's supply lines flickered and
dimmed. "Begin the psychological operation. Drop the notices across their entire formation. Every
company. Every camp."

Thousands of drones climbed again, this time carrying not weapons but paper-thin, lightweight
sheets printed with clear, block characters that would be legible even by torchlight. They released
their cargo in coordinated waves. The papers fluttered down like pale snow over the vast
encampments of the northern army.

Soldiers looked up in confusion. Some caught the sheets in mid-air. Others picked them up from
the ground where they had landed among bedrolls and cooking pots. Fires crackled. Men gathered
in clusters, reading by the flickering light.

The message was simple. Direct. Brutal.
People and soldiers of Xia,

Your supply of food is gone. Surrender now and you will receive rations and safe transport back to
your homes. If you attempt to flee, know that your capital cities and supply bases are already
under our control.

If you seek glory, strike down the traitor who led you here and bring the head of Yuan Shao to the
Prime Minister. We accept the surrender of high-ranking officers. You have one day. After that, all
who remain under arms will be treated as enemies of the throne.

Men stared at the words. Some laughed nervously. Others cursed and crumpled the paper. A few
looked toward the distant front with sudden unease. Most simply folded the notice and tucked it
away, unsure what to believe.

In his command tent at the heart of the host, Yuan Shao received his copy from a pale-faced
messenger. He read it once. Twice. The paper trembled slightly in his grip.

"This is a trick," he said, voice low and dangerous. "Bai Xiaochun plays games with paper and
shadows. Send riders to the depots. Now. I want confirmation within the hour."

The riders galloped into the night. They returned before dawn, faces streaked with dust and fear.
The lead man dropped to one knee, unable to meet his lord's eyes.



"My lord... the depots are empty. Stripped bare. The guards... they were found unconscious or
dead. No signs of struggle. The grain, the meat, the wagons- everything is gone. As if the sky itself
took it."

Yuan Shao's face darkened to the color of old blood. For a long moment he stood perfectly still.
Then the rage broke.

He moved faster than any man his

age should have been able. The

.n

sword at his hip cleared the sheath in a single, furious motion. The logistics general who had overs
the depots barely had time to open his mouth before the blade took his head from his shoulders
Blood sprayed across the map table. The body toppled.

"Traitors!" Yuan Shao roared. "Incompetent dogs! You let the enemy steal the lifeblood of this
army and you stand there with excuses?" He pointed the bloody sword at another officer You to the

stockade. If the food is not found by sunrise, your family joins you there."

The second man was dragged away without protest, eyes wide with the sudden understanding that
logic no longer mattered.

Outside the tent, the first gray light of dawn touched the horizon. Men who had gone

to sleep full now woke to empty bellies and the memory of the strange papers that had fallen like
snow.

Kok
By mid-morning the army was moving. Hunger had not yet become desperation, but
it gnawed. Yuan Shao rode at the head of the column, banners snapping in the dry
wind. His voice carried back along the ranks.

"Attack now! We take Guangdu

before nightfall. Their walls will fall.

Their granaries will feed us. We will eat in their halls and sleep in their beds. The traitor Bai
Xiaochun thinks He can starve us into submission. He forgets that hungry wolves still have teeth!"

Seven hundred thousand men-many of whom had not eaten a proper meal since morning-formed
up and marched.

Dust rose in choking clouds. Boots and hooves thundered across the plain. Scouts rode ahead,
expecting to find resistance, expecting to see the banners of Guangdu's defenders on the walls.



After marching for a day, they finally arrived-only to discover nothing at all.
The city gates stood open. No soldiers manned the battlements. No civilians peered from windows
or rooftops. The streets were empty, swept clean as if the entire population had vanished

overnight.

Storehouses that should have bulged with grain stood open and bare. Wells had been fouled or
drained. Even the stray dogs had disappeared.

The vanguard entered cautiously, then with growing confusion. Word spread back through the
columns like wildfire.

"The city is empty. There is no food. The warehouses are stripped."
Men who had marched all day on empty stomachs now stood in the gathering dusk
of an abandoned city and realized the truth they had tried to deny.

There would be no hot meal tonight. No victory feast. Only cold wind, empty bellies, and the long
night ahead.

Then the second wave of papers fell.

They drifted down from the darkening sky in their thousands, catching on spears and helmets,
settling over the silent streets like a second snowfall. Soldiers picked them up with hands that
trembled from more than hunger.

*Surrender now. Your capital has been taken. You have no palace to return to, no home that waits
for you except the one we offer. Lay down your arms. Live. Or die here for a man who already
lost.*

This time no one laughed.

Whispers turned to murmurs. Murmurs turned to shouts. A company commander
tried to rally his men and found himself facing drawn swords—not from the enemy,
but from his own.

"I have a wife and three children waiting in the north," one soldier said, voice cracking. “I will not
starve in a foreign city for Yuan Shao's throne.”

Another spat on the ground. "He sent us to die while he sat safe. Now he wants us
to fight on empty stomachs in a city with no food. To hell with him."

The dam broke.



Thousands upon thousands of men threw down their weapons. They streamed toward the Xia lines
with hands raised, shouting surrender. Some wept with relief. Others walked in stunned silence,
the weight of weeks of propaganda and fear

finally lifting.

They would not die hungry and forgotten for a leader who had gambled their lives on a throne that
was never his to claim.

In the command pavilion at the center of the chaos, Yuan Shao received the reports
with growing disbelief that curdled into fury.
"They are deserting? My own men? Bring me the governors. Now."

The two allied governors who had thrown their lot in with him arrived under guard, faces pale.
One—a grizzled man from the northern marches-spoke first.

"My lord, the men have not eaten since morning. The supply train is gone. The city
is empty. If we press them further, we will have a mutiny on our hands, not an army."

Yuan Shao's eyes burned. "You dare speak to me of failure? You were supposed to secure the rear.
You were supposed to guarantee the food. And now you stand here and tell me your soldiers are
not cowards?"

The argument escalated fast. Voices rose. Accusations flew. Yuan Shao accused the governor of
mismanaging the depots, of secret dealings with the enemy, of cowardice. The governor-exhausted,
hungry, and pushed past the point of political survival-pushed back.

"You sent us to war without proper logistics. You ignored every warning about Bai Xiaochun's
machines. You killed the only man who might have salvaged the supply situation. And now you
want us to die with you for a crown that is already lost." Yuan Shao's hand went to his sword. "Kill
him," he ordered his personal guard. "Kill them both. Make an example."

The guards hesitated for a fraction of a second-long enough for the governor to

draw his own blade. Steel rang. Men shouted. In the cramped space of the pavilion, discipline
shattered.

The governor's men surged forward to protect their lord. Yuan Shao's guards lunged
to obey their master.
The melee that followed descended into pure chaos. Warriors bellowed and

grappled with one another in the dust and blood, and in the end, no one could identify who had
landed the fatal strike.



A sword found Yuan Shao's side between the plates of his armor. Another took him
across the throat as he turned. He staggered, blood pouring down.

He fell amid the overturned maps and scattered papers.

By the time the sun rose over Guangdu, the northern host no longer existed as a

fighting force. Seven hundred thousand men had become a tide of prisoners and deserters
streaming west under escort.

The banners of Yuan Shao's alliance lay trampled in the dust. His body was found
hours later, stripped of its finery by looters who no longer feared his name.
In the war room in Changyi, Alex received the final report from Gaia without expression.

"Yuan Shao is dead. His army has surrendered or dispersed. Guangdu is secure. The northern
threat is neutralized."
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The victory at Guangdu shook the very foundations of the empire.

One after another, the remaining provinces submitted and bent the knee. Those ambitious
governors who had once danced to their own tunes were

unceremoniously removed and replaced by hand-picked loyalists who owed their allegiance solely
to Alex.

In less than a month, Bai Xiaochun stood as the undisputed master of all eighteen provinces of Xia.

The once-mighty armies of each province, which had previously swept across the land like
tempests, were all summoned back to their provincial capitals and silently disbanded.

Only token garrisons remained-sufficient to preserve peace, yet powerless to ignite war.

“No governor shall ever again wield the strength to raise his blade against his peers,” Alex
proclaimed to the assembled governors.



"Transform every soldier into a farmer! Let them abandon the path of slaughter. Let them take
wives, beget children, labor in the fields to feed their families, and raise generation after
generation until they pass away in old age."

Simultaneously, Alex raised Wudang to the undisputed number one sect of the entire Xia Empire.
The sect that had once been merely the lowest among equals now reigned supreme.

Wudang disciples strode through the corridors of power across every province, their heads held
high. All who saw them trembled, for they were the trusted blades and voices of the Prime Minister
himself.

The ancient Murim Alliance, long since fractured, crumbled completely beneath the avalanche of its
own terror.

Those who resisted disappeared without a trace into the darkness. Those who wisely bent the knee
were absorbed into a brand-new Murim Alliance - led not by Murong Sheng nor the old prestigious
clans, but by the rising star of Wudang, Jun Jiu.

A name that, in certain circles, was understood to be another face of the same man who now ruled
from the Prime Minister's pavilion.

The people felt the change in their bones.
Drones hummed over the fields where soldiers had once marched.

Modern irrigation systems, powered by the same forbidden technology Bai Xiaochun had once
stolen and remade, turned dry provinces green.

Grain stores filled. Markets grew loud with trade.

For the first time in generations, ordinary citizens walked the streets without fear of conscription
or sudden war. They began to speak of Xia with pride and joy.

And through it all, Alex was absent.

Deep within the sacred Wudang training realm, he sat motionless in perfect meditation,
surrounded by powerful formations constructed from priceless rare materials.

He had yet to condense a Nascent Soul for each of his five elemental core formations. Two had
already been achieved, but the other three remained incomplete.

What he desired was permanence — a flawless, everlasting Nascent Soul that

would stand the test of time and tribulation.



Time moved differently inside the realm. Outside, the empire grew fat and peaceful.
Two years had passed since the Battle of Guangdu.

In the imperial palace at Changyi, Emperor Liu Xie stood at a window overlooking the city he was
supposed to rule. He was no longer the boy who had been rescued from Dong Zhuo's remnants.

He was a man now.
Murong Sheng waited behind him, patient as a spider.

"Your Majesty," the old man said, voice low and respectful, “the people speak Bai Xiaochun's name
more often than they speak yours. The governors kneel to him. The sects answer to Wudang. Even
the drones that feed your cities carry his mark."

Liu Xie did not turn. "He saved the throne."

"He saved it for himself," Murong Sheng replied coldly. "A man who holds absolute power has no
need for a true emperor. All he requires is a convenient figurehead. He will kill you one day. You
must seize this opportunity while he is away."

The Emperor's hands tightened on the stone sill.
"I have four of the strongest cultivators in Xia ready to stand with you," Murong Sheng continued.

"They remember when the throne meant something. They remember when murim and the court
were separate, as the old covenants. demanded. Announce that you are Baio

taking full control Retire net
Xiagehun with honor Name a new Prime Minister-one who
understands that the Emperor must lead, not follow."

Liu Xie turned at last. His eyes were tired, but there was something hungry beneath the
exhaustion.

"And if he refuses?"

Murong Sheng smiled, small and cold. "Then the four I mentioned will make certain he has no
choice."

The plan took shape in secret.

One month before the Emperor's birthday, sealed invitations went out to every governor in Xia.



The wording was careful, almost warm. "Come to Changyi. Celebrate with your Emperor. There are
matters of great importance we must discuss together."

No mention of Bai Xiaochun. No mention of power. Only the quiet pressure of an imperial
summons that could not be ignored.

When the day arrived, Changyi glittered with lanterns and silk banners. The great hall of the Prime
Minister's pavilion had been transformed into a throne room for the occasion.

Governors filled the chamber in their finest robes, smiling, bowing, whispering. Zhuge Liang stood
near the front, calm as ever, representing the absent Prime Minister.

Emperor Liu Xie entered last.

He wore the full regalia of his office, the dragon robe heavy with gold thread. He climbed the steps
to the throne with deliberate slowness, then turned to face the room. The hall fell silent.

"I have thought long on this," he began, voice steady. "I was young when I took the throne. I was
frightened. I leaned on others because I did not know how to stand alone. But I am no longer that
boy."

A ripple moved through the crowd.

"I have reached the age where a man must take responsibility for his own house.
Xia is mine to lead. Not through ministers. Not through sects. Through me."
He let the words hang.

"Effective immediately, Prime

Minister Baixiaochun will step down

from his post. He has served the

throne well, but his duties in

Cultivation have

kept him from the

day-to-day affairs of the empire. It is

time for new hands to guide Xia

forward."
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Murmurs rose. Some governors exchanged glances. Others kept their faces

carefully blank.

Liu Xie raised a hand.

"My new Prime Minister will be a man of experience. A man who understands both
the court and the old ways of murim. A man who has proven his loyalty to the throne
in its darkest hour."

He looked across the hall, straight at the man standing in the place of honor.
"Murong Sheng."

Zhuge Liang did not move, but the air around him seemed to tighten. In the back of

the hall, several governors who had arrived expecting celebration now looked as though they had
swallowed poison.

Murong Sheng himself stepped forward, head bowed in perfect humility, though his eyes gleamed
with triumph.

Liu Xie sat on the throne.

"From this day forward," he declared, "I rule Xia. Those who stand with me shall be richly
rewarded. Those who oppose me will be treated as traitors.”
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Liu Xie raised a hand. "My new Prime Minister will be a man of experience. A man who
understands both the court and the old ways of the Murim. A man who has proven his loyalty to
the throne in its darkest hour."

He looked across the hall, straight at the man standing in the place of honor.
"Murong Sheng."
The name landed like a blade on stone.

Before the echo faded, a single voice cut through the hall.



"I, Bai Xiaochun, do not agree."

Every head turned. Alex stood near the center of the chamber, white robes still marked with the
dust of the road. He had entered without ceremony, and the shock of his presence rippled outward
like a stone dropped in still water. Governors who had been whispering fell silent.

Even the Emperor's hands tightened on the arms of the throne.

Liu Xie stared. He had not expected this. Not here. Not now. Fear coiled cold in his stomach, but he
forced his spine straight.

"Prime Minister," he said, trying to sound regal, "this is my country. I am the Emperor. Why
should I not make decisions for my own realm? Is it me who rules Xia, or you?"

Alex bowed once, precise and unhurried. When he straightened, his voice was calm, almost gentle.
"This country belongs to you, Your Majesty. The position of Prime Minister belongs to me."
A few governors shifted. The Emperor's jaw worked.

Alex continued without raising his voice. "I accept that my cultivation keeps me from the daily
work of governance. But the way I have handled the people and the governors under my charge has
been without flaw. Ask them yourself."

He turned his head slightly. Every governor in the hall bowed as one.

"Yes, Your Majesty," they said, voices overlapping but clear. "Prime Minister Bai Xiaochun has
done his duty with excellence."

The sound rolled through the chamber and died.

Liu Xie felt the weight of it settle on his shoulders. He was alone here. The eighteen governors
stood with the man he had just tried to dismiss.

Murong Sheng stepped forward.

"You, Bai Xiaochun," he said. "This country of Xia belongs to the ancestors of the Liu family. The
Emperor is Liu Xie. He decides what he wishes."

Alex met his gaze without blinking.
"I, Bai Xiaochun, agree completely with what you have said."

The words dropped into the hall like ice into hot water. Murong Sheng's mouth opened, then
closed. The Emperor's eyes widened. Even Zhuge Liang's brow lifted a fraction.



"Then what is your objection?" Murong Sheng demanded.

Alex's voice remained steady. “If I am to hand over the leadership of this empire as Prime Minister,
I would rather see it pass to Zhuge Liang. He knows every province, every river, every border. I
have already begun teaching him to take my place."

Murong Sheng's lip curled. "That weak scholar? He would be cut down by the first enemy who
crossed his path."

"I agree," Alex said.

The silence that followed was absolute. Governors stared. The Emperor's face had gone pale.
Murong Sheng's hands clenched at his sides.

Alex let the moment stretch, then spoke again, softer now, almost conversational.

"If Your Majesty wishes to replace me with stronger hands, there are three men in this empire who
already outrank Murong Sheng. He holds only the fourth rank. I do not believe he is the right man
to stand at the Emperor's right hand.”

"You bastard," he snarled. "I am the number one."

Alex turned his head slowly. His gaze was steady, almost bored. "Watch your tone. I am still Prime
Minister. You are nothing yet."

He looked past Murong Sheng to the throne.

"Your Majesty," Alex said, voice clear and carrying to every corner of the chamber. "I will step
down the moment you command it. But only under one condition. Name Zhuge Liang as Prime
Minister. Or, if you prefer one of the four highest-ranked cultivators, let them prove their strength
here and now, in front of every governor present. Not by old reputation. By what they can do
today. Choose the strongest in open contest, and that man will stand at your right hand."

A low murmur swept the governors. They shifted where they stood, faces tight, as if the polished
floor had suddenly turned to burning coals. One by one they bowed.

"Your Majesty," the senior governor said. "For the good of Xia and its people, Zhuge Liang is more
than capable. We support Prime Minister Bai Xiaochun's proposal."

Another governor lifted his head. "If Your Majesty wishes to test the strongest among the top
ranks, we agree. Let them prove it before us all. The victor earns the seat."

Murong Sheng's jaw clenched so hard the muscle jumped. He swung toward the throne, eyes
blazing.



"Your Majesty, I am Murong Sheng, the undisputed number one cultivator in Xia. Everyone knows
it. I once led the entire Murim Alliance. No one stands above me."

Alex gave a short, cold laugh. “I lead the Murim Alliance now. Yet I do not claim the title of number
one until it is proven. If you truly are the strongest, and the other top ranks stand here with us,
then let us see it. Right now. In front of the Emperor and every governor. Or are you afraid the old
title will not hold?"

The challenge hung in the air like drawn steel.

Liu Xie sat motionless on the throne. His fingers pressed hard into the carved armrests. He wanted
Bai Xiaochun gone.

He wanted the man's influence broken. If Murong Sheng had to fight for it in public, so be it.

Whoever won would still need the throne's favor to hold power. They would be his to control.
Anything was better than leaving Zhuge Liang-or Bai Xiaochun-in that seat.

The Emperor drew a slow breath. When he spoke, his voice was steady.
"I agree."

Murong Sheng's jaw was tight. He shot Alex a look of pure hatred before turning to bow toward the
throne.

"We will do as Your Majesty commands."
An hour later the four stood on the platform.
Ling Fengxian, the Wind Immortal,

robes fluttering though no breeze touched the square. Xiao W the Limitless Sovereign, broad-
shouldered and still as stone. Zhan Tianba the leaver Severing Tyrant, scarred and grinning like a
wolf. Murong Sheng, the Heavenly Star of the Murong clan, posture perfect, eyes already
calculating.

All four had reached the Nascent Soul realm. The air around them felt charged,

heavy enough to press against the skin of every spectator.

Murong Sheng stepped forward first.

"Brothers," he called, not loud

enough for the gathered governors and officials to hear. "We are here to protect Xia from the
Prussian spy Bar Xiaochun. None of you truly want the Prime Minister's seat. Give me the rank of
number one and the matter ends here. We stand united."

Xiao Wuji laughed, a short, sharp sound that carried across the square.



"Murong Sheng, I can hand you the position of Prime Minister if that is what you desires. But the
title of number one in all of Xia?" He shook his head. "That I will not

give."

"Nor will [," Ling Fengxian added, voice cool and precise. "We are cultivators. The desire to stand
at the peak lives in every one of us. You cannot simply ask us to surrender it."

"Fine." Murong Sheng's voice carried across the stone. "I will fight Zhan Tianba. Ling Fengxian will
face Xiao Wuji. The winners will decide who stands as number one. The loser of that final match

yields the title."

Zhan Tianba's eyes narrowed. He knew exactly why Murong Sheng had chosen him first. The man
wanted the easiest path to the final. Old fox.

"Begin," Murong Sheng said.
The air split.

Ling Fengxian moved first. His robes snapped in a sudden gale as he launched toward Xiao Wuji.
Wind screamed around his blade, sharp enough to flay skin from bone.

Xiao Wuji met him with a sword that hit like thunder. His sword flashed once, and the ground
between them cracked in a straight line twenty paces long.

On the other side, Murong Sheng and Zhan Tianba collided without warning. Murong's blade
moved in tight, precise arcs, each strike carrying the weight of decades of Murim leadership.

Zhan Tianba answered with raw power, his swings heavy enough to shake the plaza stones. Every
clash sent shockwaves outward. Dust rose in choking clouds. The watching soldiers staggered back,

hands pressed to their ears against the ringing pressure of Nascent Soul qi.

Inside a side chamber overlooking the plaza, Zhuge Liang stood with the governors. The door was
shut. The windows were covered. No one outside knew they were there.

"My lord, if Murong Sheng wins the final match, the governors will have no choice
but to accept him as prime minister. The people will see it as legitimate.”

One of the senior governors stepped forward. His face was pale. “Sire,” the eldest among them
said, “tell us plainly. Did you truly accept the order to

step down as Prime Minister? If you refuse, we will stand together and place you on the Emperor's
seat."

The others nodded in unison. Their faces were tight with fear and resolve.



Alex shook his head once. "No. I do not belong on that throne. Stepping down is my choice. I want
Zhuge Liang to guide this country because he will make it stronger and its people safer Murong
Sheng is no the mar for it simply want someone better in the seat."

The governors exchanged glances. One of them spoke, voice thick.
"Your heart for Xia runs deeper than any of us realized. It is a shame the Emperor cannot see it."

They spoke quietly while the sounds of battle drifted in from the plaza. The conversation lasted
until the first pair of fights ended.

Murong Sheng had defeated Zhan Tianba. Xiao Wuji had defeated Ling Fengxian. Both victors stood
breathing hard, robes torn, qi still crackling around them.

Alex stepped out onto the viewing platform and began to clap, slow and deliberate. The sound
carried across the plaza.

"Both of you have fought well," he said. “You must be exhausted. The final match can wait until
tomorrow, when your strength has returned."

Murong Sheng wiped blood from the corner of his mouth and spat on the stones.
"No. We finish this today."

Alex studied him for a moment, then sighed. “Then be careful. The more desperate the fight, the
easier it is to lose control. I can summon Wudang disciples to raise protective barriers. You will be
able to go all out without fear of harming the spectators."

Murong Sheng's eyes flashed with contempt. "We do not need your protection. We control our
swords and our power. We are not like you."

Alex exhaled through his nose. "Very well. Fight for the title of number one. I will not
interfere."

Murong Sheng and Xiao Wuji turned to face each other. The air between them grew
heavy.

“At last,” Xiao Wuji said, voice low and eager. “We settle who stands above all others."
"You will lose again," Murong Sheng replied.

They moved at the same instant.

Swords met with a crack that split the air. Murong Sheng's blade blurred into

afterimages, each strike precise and lethal. Xiao Wuji answered with wild, overwhelming force.



His sword danced in wide arcs that sent gusts of wind tearing across the plaza. Stone flags cracked
beneath their feet.

The pressure of their Nascent Soul qi pressed outward in waves, making the
watching soldiers struggle to stay upright.

Murong Sheng launched his flying sword. It streaked forward like a silver bolt. Xiao
Wuji met it head-on with a chaotic, spinning slash.

The impact was violent. The flying sword spun off course, deflected wildly,
screaming through the air toward the imperial viewing stand.

It happened too fast for anyone to react.

The blade punched straight through Emperor Liu Xie's chest and buried itself in the
back of the throne. The Emperor jerked once. His eyes widened in shock.

Blood poured down the front of the dragon robe in a dark flood. He slumped forward, one hand still
gripping the armrest.

For a single heartbeat, the entire plaza fell silent.

Then the screaming began.
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The sword struck with a wet, final sound.

Emperor Liu Xie jerked once, his dragon robes blooming dark red across the chest. His fingers
slipped from the throne's armrest. Then he slumped forward, eyes wide with the stunned look of a
man who had not yet understood he was already dead.

For one terrible heartbeat the entire plaza froze.
Then the screaming began.

"Guards!" Alex roared. "Seize Murong Sheng and Xiao Wuji. They tried to kill the Emperor."



Wudang disciples poured from the side chambers in a disciplined wave, elders at their head. Their
robes snapped as they moved. Swords and qi flared in unison.

Ten of the strongest elders fanned out around Murong Sheng and Xiao Wuji, faces grim, killing
intent thick in the air.

Murong Sheng's blade was still humming from the deflected strike. He stared at the fallen
Emperor, then at the sword that had killed him, and something cold and ugly twisted behind his
eyes.

"No," he said, voice hoarse. "It was an accident. Someone must have redirected the sword.
Someone powerful-"

"Shut your mouth, murderer." The Wudang sect master, Feng Taiyi stepped forward, sword
already drawn. "Surrender now. You will be questioned. Resist and we cut you down where you
stand."

Murong Sheng's laugh was short and ugly. "You? Ask me to surrender?” His grip tightened on his
sword until the knuckles whitened. "Who the hell do you think you are?"

He exploded into motion.

Qi detonated around him in a violent storm. The ground cracked beneath his boots as he launched
himself at the Wudang master with everything he had left.

The two men met in a clash that sent shockwaves rippling across the plaza. Stone flags shattered.
Dust and debris flew. The watching soldiers staggered back, hands over their ears against the
screaming pressure of Nascent Soul power.

Xiao Wuji did not move.

"I surrender," he said quickly, dropping his sword. It clattered on the stones. He raised his empty
hands. "I had nothing to do with this. I am not the killer here."

Murong Sheng's head snapped toward him, eyes wide with disbelief and sudden, vicious rage.

"You coward,” he snarled between strikes. “You know this is their trap. They staged this fight to
destroy all four of us. If we stand together we can still break out—"

"Murong Sheng!" Alex's voice rolled across the plaza again, colder than winter steel. He had
descended from the platform and now stood at the edge of the circle, surrounded by Wudang
guards. "You killed the Emperor. Surrender. Do it now and I will let you live long enough to speak
your piece.”

Murong Sheng's blade met the Wudang master's in another thunderous impact. Sparks flew. Blood
ran from a fresh cut above Murong's eye, but he did not slow.



"I will never surrender to you," he spat. "Feng Taiyi, you saw what happened. Someone with real
power moved the sword's trajectory. Someone who wanted the Emperor dead and me to take the
blame. You know it."

The Wudang master's face remained hard. "Everyone saw your flying sword take the Emperor's
life. Everyone saw you lose control of it in the final exchange. Do not insult us by blaming
shadows." His next strike drove Murong back three steps. “If you are innocent, stop fighting. Let
justice take its course."

Murong Sheng's chest heaved. Sweat and blood mixed on his face. His arms burned from the two
brutal fights he had already endured.

The final match had been meant to crown a champion, not end in regicide. Now the Emperor lay
dead, and the only man left with real authority in Xia was the one standing in front of him-Bai
Xiaochun.

If he stopped now, he would never leave this plaza alive. Bai Xiaochun needed a scapegoat.

The public needed someone to hang for the Emperor's death. Murong Sheng was already the
perfect candidate-ambitious, proud, the former head of the old Murim Alliance.

They would parade his execution and call it justice.

He had seconds to decide.

Murong Sheng's qi surged again, wild and desperate. He had no strength left for a long battle, but
he still had enough for one last, all-consuming strike.

Enough, perhaps, to carve a path through the men surrounding him and vanish into the chaos.

“I will not die for your schemes,” he roared. “I will kill every last one of you and walk out of here
on my own terms."

He poured everything he had left into his sword. The air around him warped. The ground trembled.

The Wudang elders braced as the full weight of a cornered Nascent Soul cultivator prepared to
explode outward.

Murong Sheng's eyes burned with the terrible clarity of a man who knew he had already lost
everything that mattered.

He attacked.
Alex rose from the chaos, sword already in his hand.

"Since you refuse to surrender, I will take your head."



Murong Sheng never saw it coming.

His full attention was locked on Feng Taiyi, the Wudang sect master. The two men traded blows in
a blur of steel and qi, each strike ringing like thunder.

Alex vanished.

One instant he stood at the edge of the circle. The next he was behind Murong Sheng, the Wudang
Limitless Sword a silver blur in the dying light.

There was no dramatic flourish. No shouted technique. Only a single, clean swing. The blade
passed through Murong Sheng's neck as if the flesh offered no resistance at all.

For a fraction of a second Murong's body remained upright, sword still raised. Then the head
toppled forward and struck the stones with a dull, wet sound. The body followed, collapsing in a
heap of robes and blood.

The plaza went silent.
Even the wind seemed to stop.

Alex stood over the corpse, sword lowered, white robes untouched by the blood that now spread
across the broken flagstones.

He turned to the three remaining cultivators still standing in the circle. “Zhan Tianba. Xiao Wuji.
Ling Fengxian. If you had nothing to do with the Emperor's death, surrender now. Cooperate, and
once the truth is known you will be released."

Zhan Tianba's scarred face was pale beneath the blood and dust. "You're putting us in prison?"

“No,” Alex replied. "I will seal your cultivation for one week. You will remain in the guest quarters
as honored guests. Nothing more."

Ling Fengxian let out a short, bitter laugh. “If the food is good, the wine better, and the women
accommodating, I suppose I can endure a week of luxury."

"Done," Alex said without hesitation.

Xiao Wuji stepped closer. The movement looked casual, but it brought the three men into a tight
knot with Alex at the center. Their voices dropped to a whisper only they could hear.

"We know what this was," Xiao Wuji said, eyes hard. "You used Murong Sheng to kill the Emperor.
Now you take the throne. We are cultivators. We do not care who sits on it. But if you want us to
play along and stay que you hader maket week worth our while. And do not actually

seal our cultivation. We will not tolerate that."

Alex met his gaze without blinking. "Then at least pretend I have. The three of you are supposed to
look defeated in front of every governor and official watching right



now. Give them the show they expect. And I will give you what you want."
The three men exchanged a single glance. Calculations passed between them in silence.
"Fine," Xiao Wuji said at last.

Alex moved quickly. His fingers struck precise points along their meridians—light taps that looked
devastating to anyone watching from a distance. The three cultivators staggered as if their power
had truly been locked away. "Guards," Alex called, raising his voice so it carried across the plaza.
"Their cultivation is sealed. Take them to the guest quarters. Treat them with the respect due to
the highest-ranked cultivators in Xia. Food, wine, every comfort. Until the truth of today is known,
they remain under my protection."

The guards moved in at once, forming a careful escort around the three men. Xiao Wuji, Zhan
Tianba, and Ling Fengxian allowed themselves to be led away. They were not fools. They had seen
the truth the moment Murong Sheng's head left his shoulders. Bai Xiaochun had moved faster than
any of them could track. One instant he stood at the edge of the circle. The next, the Wudang
Limitless Sword had already done its work. None of them had even registered the strike. Behind
them, Murong Sheng's headless body lay cooling on the stones. Murong Sheng was their old ally.
But a dead ally offered no protection. Life had always been simple for men like them. Survival first.
Everything else second.

In the great hall of the Prime Minister's pavilion, the Emperor's throne stood empty.

Alex sat in the Prime Minister's seat. Eighteen governors filled the chamber, their finest robes
suddenly feeling too heavy, too bright. None of them spoke. They simply watched him.

Zhuge Liang entered through the side doors and bowed once, deep and formal.
"My lord, I summoned the finest

physicians in Xia the moment the Emperor fell. They arrived within minutes. Even with the
strongest restorative elixirs we possess, there was nothing to be done. Emperor Lju

e's heart was destroyed by the sword's qi in a single instant. He was dead before his body reached
the floor."

A heavy silence followed.

"It is a tragedy,” Zhuge Liang continued. “But a nation cannot remain without a ruler
for even a single day. We must place a new Emperor upon the throne."

Alex looked at him. "What of the imperial bloodline?"

Zhuge Liang bowed again, lower this time. "Prime Minister, while you were in closed cultivation
these past two years, Emperor Liu Xie grew fearful of his position. He ordered the deaths of every
remaining member of the Liu clan. There are no heirs



left."

A shocked murmur rippled through the governors. Several exchanged glances. One older man
pressed a hand to his mouth.

Alex exhaled slowly. "Then there is no imperial blood left in Xia.”

A governor stepped forward, the senior man from the eastern provinces. His voice was respectful
but urgent.

"Prime Minister, if I may speak plainly. Yuan Shu once declared himself Emperor in the north. The
precedent exists. The people have already seen what you can do. The provinces are stable because
of you. The armies answer to you. Why not take the throne yourself?"

Alex shook his head. “I do not have the qualification."
"My lord," another governor said, stepping up beside the first. “We all know that is

not true. You have done more for Xia than any man alive. The people trust you. The sects follow
you. If you do not take the throne, who will?"

"Yes, my lord," a third governor added. "The country needs a strong hand. Yours is the only one
that can hold it."

The rest of the governors remained silent, but their eyes said the same thing.

Alex looked at each of them in turn.

Zhuge Liang stepped forward and bowed low.

"My lord, every citizen in Xia will

know the truth. The Emperor was murdered by Murong Sheng, a

traitor and a criminal. The thronen et

standSempty because there is no bloodline left to claim it. The governors and I are united in this.

We are asking you to take the seat, even if you are reluctant. The people need a ruler who can
protect them. Please, my lord. Do this for Xia."

Alex looked at the faces around him. Eighteen governors. The most powerful men in
the empire. All of them waiting. All of them were already bowing. “Please take it, my
Lord!"

He gave a single, slow nod.



"If that is what you ask of me," he said quietly, "then I have no reason to refuse."
The ceremony was held three days later in the great square before the imperial palace.

Banners of deep crimson and gold hung from every rooftop. The air smelled of incense and fresh
pine. Tens of thousands of citizens packed the streets and plazas, held back by disciplined lines of
soldiers. Above them, drones hovered in perfect formation, their sleek frames catching the sunlight
like silent guardians.

Alex walked the long red carpet alone.
He wore the dragon robe for the first time. Heavy silk, embroidered with coiling

golden dragons, the weight of it settling across his shoulders like a second skin. The crown had not
yet been placed on his head. That would come at the final step. Zhuge Liang stood at the base of the
throne platform, holding the imperial seal. The eighteen governors knelt in two perfect rows on
either side of the carpet. Behind them stood the leaders of every major sect that had survived the
upheaval, Wudang at their head.

When Alex reached the top step, he turned to face the crowd.

Zhuge Liang's voice rang out across the square, amplified by hidden arrays so every person could
hear.

"By the will of the governors, the sects, and the people of Xia, Bai Xiaochun is
hereby proclaimed Emperor of Xia. May his reign bring peace to the land and safety to its people."

A roar rose from the crowd. It started low, then swelled into something raw and powerful. Men
shouted. Women wept openly. Children were lifted onto shoulders so they could see. The sound
rolled across the capital like thunder after a long drought. For years they had lived under fear.
Conscription. Warlords. Empty bellies. Now the man who had ended the northern threat, who had
turned starving provinces

green again with machines they still did not fully understand, was taking the throne.

Alex accepted the crown from Zhuge Liang's hands. He placed it on his own head without
ceremony. Then he sat on the throne. The roar of the crowd grew louder.

From the upper balconies, the three top cultivators watched in silence. Xiao Wuji,

Zhan Tianba, and Ling Fengxian stood with every comfort money could buy. None of them spoke.
Below, in the square, a young mother lifted her child higher so he could see the new

Emperor. Tears streaked her face, but she was smiling.

"Long live Emperor Bai Xiaochun!"



The chant spread through the crowd like wildfire.
Alex sat motionless on the throne, the weight of the crown pressing down on him,
the weight of the empire settling into his bones.

For the first time in generations, Xia had an Emperor the people actually wanted.
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The great hall of the imperial pavilion held its breath.

Alex sat on the emperor's throne, the weight of the dragon robes pressing against his shoulders
like a living thing. Eighteen governors lined the chamber in ordered rows. Zhuge Liang stood at his
right hand, motionless, eyes fixed on nothing and everything at once.

A month had passed since the crown had settled on Alex's head. The northern armies were broken,
the provinces quiet, the old Murim Alliance reduced to ash and memory. Yet the silence in the room
felt brittle, as if the peace they had bought with blood might crack at the first wrong word.

Alex leaned forward a fraction. The movement was small, but every governor straightened.
"I have an announcement."
Eighteen voices answered in near unison, low and careful. "We are listening, Your Majesty."

He let the pause stretch one heartbeat longer than comfort allowed. "For longer than any of us can
remember, Xia has kept its doors closed to the world. That policy ends today. We will open our
borders and stand with Estoria."

The name landed like a stone dropped in still water.

A governor near the front—an older man whose beard was shot with silver. "Estoria, Your
Majesty?"

"Prussia has always been the rival at our doorstep. Estoria... the old records speak of it only as a
lawless continent, a refuge for exiles and men who had nowhere else to run. Some of us were
taught it was nothing more than poor villages and empty plains."

Another governor spoke. “Five hundred years ago the last reliable accounts described a backward
place. Illiterate people. No armies worth the name. No industry. If the histories are even half
correct, what could we possibly gain by tying ourselves to them now?"



Alex met their eyes without blinking. "We have been closed so long we stopped watching what
happened beyond our walls. The world did not wait for us."

He turned his head slightly. "Gaia. Show them."

A soft mechanical hum rose from a concealed alcove. A single sleek drone descended on near-silent
rotors and hovered at the center of the hall. Its projector activated with a low, resonant thrum that
vibrated through the floor. Light bloomed in the air—sharp, clean, impossibly vivid.

Towering spires of glass and steel cut the sky. Streams of elegant vehicles moved between them on
invisible lanes, their engines a distant, controlled roar. In wide plazas, crowds moved; laughter
rose and fell like music. In open courtyards, men and women flowed through precise, powerful
martial forms, every movement economical and lethal. Overhead, aircraft and coordinated drone
swarms executed tight, graceful patterns against a brilliant blue sky.

The governors stared. One man's mouth parted slightly. Another leaned forward. The holographic
light painted shifting colors across their faces-wonder and disbelief.

A younger governor spoke first, voice hoarse. "They are... more advanced than we are."

Alex's voice cut through the stunned quiet. “While we fought our own wars and closed our gates,
Estoria moved. If we stay sealed, we will fall behind in every way that matters-knowledge,
technology, strength. We open not only for trade and learning, but because Estoria will soon be at
war with Prussia. When that day comes, Xia will stand with them."

For a long moment no one spoke. Then the murmurs began-urgent, overlapping, edged with fear.
Another war. So soon. The northern front had barely cooled. Supply lines were still stretched thin.
The people had only just begun to believe the killing was over.

Alex remained on the throne, one hand resting on the carved armrest. "I will tell you the truth,” he
said. “Every aircraft and drone we have built over these years was never meant to fight any of you.
They were created for one purpose only-to face Prussia."

The words settled like frost. The governors had spent years watching those machines patrol their
skies and wondering when the blade would turn inward. Now they understood it had always
pointed elsewhere.

Zhuge Liang bowed. "Your Majesty, if we go to war with Prussia, what are our real chances of
victory?"

Alex met his eyes. "With our full support and Estoria at our side, one hundred percent."

A fresh wave of shock rippled through the chamber. One governor leaned back as if struck. Prussia
had always been the northern colossus-vast armies, ancient wealth, technology that had outpaced
Xia for generations.



Estoria, by every record they possessed, was little more than a forgotten backwater of exiles and
poverty. The idea that these two nations together could guarantee victory over the strongest power
on the continent felt like a fever dream.

A senior governor found his voice first, rough with caution. "And Estoria? Can we trust them?
Their reputation is... uncertain at best."

Alex scratched the side of his head once, a small, human gesture that somehow made the next
words land harder. "The truth is, Estoria's king is my blood brother. We have shared everything-
life and death-since we were children. There is no daylight between us."

The silence that followed was absolute. Governors stared openly now, some with mouths parted,
others exchanging quick, stunned glances. In one day they had absorbed more shocks than in an
entire year of rule.

The man on the throne was no longer simply their emperor. He was something larger, something
already moving pieces across a board they could barely see.

Alex continued, voice steady. "So there will be no war between Xia and Estoria. We are building
something stronger-true collaboration, the kind brothers share. Each province will decide its own
priorities. Look for trade, for technology exchanges, for partnerships that strengthen us all. Treat

Estoria's people as you would treat your own."

One governor rose and bowed deeply, voice thick with resolve. "We will follow Your Majesty's
command. Estoria will be received as brothers."

"Good," Alex said.

Zhuge Liang bowed again. "Your Majesty, when the time comes to face Prussia, will this be total
war? Our aircraft and fighters joined with theirs in open battle across every front?"

Every governor echoed the sentiment at once, rising as one. "We stand ready, Your Majesty!"

Alex scratched his head a second time, slower this time. A faint, almost weary smile touched the
corner of his mouth.

"No," he said quietly. "It will not be an all-out war. It will be a military demonstration."
The governors froze mid-bow. Zhuge Liang's head lifted, eyes narrowing in open confusion.

Alex shifted on the throne, choosing his next words with care. "It is like this. The King of Prussia
has a daughter—Princess Sofina Augustus. Her husband is the richest man in all of Prussia. That
man is my blood brother.”

The governors and Zhuge Liang stared at him. Eyes widened. Mouths parted. Many governors
leaned back as if the throne itself had moved closer. They had barely absorbed the revelation that



Estoria's king was Alex's brother. Now Prussia stood connected by the same blood. How many
hidden brothers did their emperor have?

Alex continued. "We will give my blood brother the military support he needs to win
the succession in Prussia and place him on the throne of Prussia."
The silence stretched, thick and disbelieving. No one moved.

"To claim the Prussian throne, a candidate needs the backing of at least five out of the eight dukes.
Right now one man blocks the

path-Duke Eisenwall. He commands one of the greates military forces inside Prussia. Remove him,
and the rest falls into place. My blood brother will become the king of Prussia"

The hall turned to stone.
Zhuge Liang broke the quiet, the voice of a man who had spent a lifetime calculating odds. "Your
Majesty, when you spoke of attacking Prussia, you meant only the removal of Duke Eisenwall?

Destroying his dukedom and the entire kingdom comes under our control?"

Alex considered the question for a moment, fingers tapping once against the armrest. “Simply put,
yes. But if we demonstrate enough overwhelming power, we

will not need a full war at all. We can bring the whole of Prussia under our influence without ever
crossing their border in force."

A governor near the center spoke first. "If the only obstacle is one duke, then we destroy him."

Another nodded sharply. "This is already a guaranteed victory. We do not need to fight all of
Prussia. We only need to fight one of its dukes. With two nations striking

together-"

"Damn right,” a third cut in. "We could even send our best cultivators. A targeted strike. Eliminate
the duke cleanly and end it before it begins. Why bleed armies when a blade in the right place
finishes the job?"

Alex's eyes sharpened, bright with sudden interest. The idea had landed exactly where he wanted
it. "That," he said, "is an excellent suggestion."

At the same moment, far across the sea in Estoria, another conversation was already underway.

The conference room high above Estoria's capital hummed with the low thrum of hidden servers
and the faint scent of polished steel and fresh coffee.

Logan sat at the head of the long obsidian table, flanked by Samuel Prescott and Keaton Knight.
Across from them sat the five women who ran the nation's key provinces-Sophia Lancaster of Paris
yra Thompson of Chicago,



Bella of Vermont, Kelly Knight of Los Angeles, Jasmine and the others. Their expressions ranged
from wary to impatient.

Logan started, "The king has ordered us. Before we move against Prussia, we will first establish
formal ties with Xia."

Bella leaned forward, fingers drumming once against the table. "Why? We have waited five years.
What are we waiting for now? And why Xia?" Logan met her gaze without flinching. "The new
emperor of Xia is the Estoria king's blood brother. They have agreed to assist us in the coming

conflict with Prussia."

A ripple moved through the room. Logan continued before anyone could interrupt. "But first we
open the doors between our nations-trade agreements, direct flights, tourism, cultural exchanges.
Whatever it takes to bind the two countries together. Only then do we combine our military
strength."

He let that settle, then added the part the king had insisted upon. "The king also recommends that
each of you begin training in Xia's cultivation methods. The benefits are real. Cultivators maintain
their strength and youth appearance for centuries. You could remain in your prime for a very long
time."

The five women went quiet. Logan watched their faces. “Li Qingxue of the Wudang Sect will arrive
to train and guide you personally. The king has already arranged it.” Lyra's eyes narrowed first. "Li
Qingxue," she said, the name tasting sour. "Sounds

like an enemy operative to me."

Bella nodded once, sharp. "Agreed." Sophia's voice was cooler. "Does she have any connection to
Alex?"

Logan hesitated half a second, then reached for the control embedded in the table. The massive
wall screen flared to life behind him.

Two figures appeared in crisp, high-resolution detail—the Emperor of Xia in white imperial robes
and the woman at his side in the formal attire of a future empress.

Logan answered, “I don't know if she has any connection to Alex. But one thing is

certain her future husband is Bai Xiaochun, Emperor of Xia. And yes... she is the future queen."

All five women turned toward the screen.

Kelly spoke first, "That emperor... Bai Xiaochun. The way his eyes catch the light—"

She stopped, frowning. "He reminds me of someone."

Bella tilted her head, studying the image. "The way he carries himself. Same posture as Alexander."

Lyra's chair creaked as she leaned closer. "That smile. It's him. That's Alexander.



Right?"

"That jerk is a spy," Sophia said, her voice sharp with suspicion. "He loves changing faces and
pretending to be dead. Maybe that man is him."

The room went still except for the soft hum of the screen. Logan kept his expression
neutral, but his hand tightened under the table.

Only he, Keaton, and Samuel knew the full truth-that the man now called Bai

Xiaochun, Emperor of Xia, was Alexander Leonhart. And the questions were only beginning.

He glanced toward the door, already calculating how fast he could reach it before the next one
landed.
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The Prussian succession had been a slaughter dressed as politics for five years.

Twenty princes and one princess fought for the throne, and the only rule that mattered was
brutally clear: win the support of five out of eight dukes, and the crown belonged to the winner.

Brothers who had once trained together now hired knives in the dark. Factions formed at dawn and
shattered by dusk.

One prince would swear eternal loyalty to another over wine, then send poison before morning.
The royal palace in Konigsberg had become a graveyard of ambition.

The first prince and the second prince had each secured two powerful dukes early. Their alliances
were the standard everyone measured themselves against.

Then, Sofina changed the game completely, backed by the influential dukes who had chosen to
support her.

The first duke to pledge his support was Duke Winter. He stood by Sofina, alongside his daughter
Renata Winter-her best friend since childhood and the one who had carried her darkest secrets for
years.

Then entered Duke Silberkreuz, the man with Prussia's entire financial system under his command.
He ruled the currents of capital that kept the kingdom alive.



But knowing Sofina was the richest woman in Prussia, he would never dare oppose her. One
command from her could shatter his empire.

Next came the third and fourth dukes: Duke von Falkenrath and Duke von

Grimwald. In a private, locked chamber, King Wilhelm Augustus had personally asked them to back
Sofina. Both men had been loyal friends of the king since their youth.

The lines had been drawn in blood and ink. Sofina held four dukes.

The first prince held two. The second prince held the last two. Everyone who mattered understood
the arithmetic. One more vote and the throne was hers. The Book had already written it.

Six months ago, in a cold antechamber far from the king's wing, four men sat around table.

Two wore the colors of the first prince. Two carried the crest of the second. Their guards waited
outside every door. The wine in the golden cups remained untouched.

No one spoke for a long moment.

Duke Christoph Duke Dornwald spoke first. “If even one of us breaks ranks and supports Sofina,
the three who remain will watch their power disappear. The princes we backed will fall. Our
investments will be seized. Our houses will be left exposed to whatever retribution the new queen
chooses to deliver."

Duke Eisenwall's jaw tightened for a moment before he replied with a mocking smile. "So what are
you really saying? Are you afraid you'll lose control of your military power? How pathetic."

Duke Dornwald's gaze stayed flat. "Don't insult me by pretending I don't know what you want,
Eisenwall. You intend to put Ragnar in her bed."

Eisenwall gave a short, bitter laugh. “And why shouldn't I? Your faction tried to assassinate her
husband. Some claim your blade delivered the final blow. Sofina loathes you for it. Even if you
knelt before her and offered your full support, she would never take your hand."

"When she ascends the throne as queen, you will be the first in line for the guillotine."

Duke Dunkel's palm struck the table hard enough to make the candle jump. The sound cracked
through the room like a breaking bone. "I did not come here to listen to the two of you settle old
scores. You said this was urgent. If you have nothing worth my time, I am leaving.”

"Stay, Dunkel," Duke Dornwald said without raising his voice. "You poured more money into the
second prince than any of us. If he never wears the crown-and every sign says he will not—you lose
every coin you gave him. I can show you a way to keep those profits alive."

Dunkel's eyes narrowed. "You're telling me you have a path that protects my investment?"



"That is why I called you here," Duke Dornwald answered. "If Sofina takes the throne, we make
certain our power does not vanish with her victory. We throw our full weight behind Duke
Eisenwall and force the marriage between Sofina and his son Ragnar. When she becomes queen,
her consort will be Eisenwall's blood. Our interests will sit on the throne beside her."

Duke Hohenberg turned to Eisenwall across the table. "If we back your son's marriage to Sofina,
can you guarantee he will continue supporting the rest of us once he sits beside her?"

Eisenwall had not expected the conversation to turn in his favor so cleanly. His own son was
suddenly the pivot on which everything turned.

llof

se Ragnar will listen to the three of you," Eisenwall said. "But we all know the truth. Sofina
despises him. He has tried more than once to win her hand and she has refused every time."

Duke Dornwald's face tightened into a thin sneer. "I will make certain Ragnar marries her. In
return, you will ensure your son stands with us the moment he shares the throne."

Eisenwall nodded once. "If you can force the match, then I agree.”

Duke Dunkel spoke without hesitation, his mind already on ledgers. "If Ragnar protects my
business interests after the wedding, then I have no objection."

Duke Hohenberg leaned back. "Duke Dornwald, if you deliver the marriage, I will have nothing
more to say."

The four men had sealed their pact.

They began withdrawing their support from the first and second princes. Instead, they were
preparing Ragnar Eisenwall as their new candidate.

Three months ago, they had already sent the letter that set the coercion in motion.

In the king's private chambers, Wilhelm Augustus broke the heavy seal on the document signed by
all four dukes. His face went slack with shock as he read.

He looked across the table at his daughter. "Sofina, I will say nothing about this. The decision
belongs to you."

Sofina took the letter. The words hit her like a blade.
Marry Ragnar Eisenwall. Accept the husband chosen by the four dukes, or civil war will follow.

"Father," she said, her voice low and unsteady. "This cannot be allowed. Are they threatening us
with their armies?"



The king lowered his head. The crown suddenly felt heavier than it ever had.
"I am a useless father. These

men-or their fathers-helped place me on this throne. Now they use that same power to force their
ambition on you. They command the military strength I lack. I have no

forges to match theirs
they choose

to fight."
FindNovel.net

The king's voice was quiet in the dim chamber. “But still, as a father, you do not have to accept
this."

Sofina met his eyes. "If I refuse, civil war comes and people die. Thousands of them."
"Then what do you want to do?"

"Please tell them I need more time to think."

The king nodded once. “I will try to reason with them.”

Two months ago, Duke Christoph Duke Dornwald stood before the same king. "Your Majesty, we
have already waited a month. It is time for Princess Sofina to decide."

“Marriage is not something I can force upon my daughter,” the king said. "Give her one more
month."

Duke Dornwald held his gaze for a long moment. "Since Your Majesty asks, I will listen. But I hope
next month brings the answer we expect."

From that day the four dukes prepared for war. Their soldiers drilled on hidden fields.
Foods and weapons moved through back roads under cover of night.

When the king inquired, they answered that the preparations were for conflict with Xia.
Sofina and her father knew the truth. The stockpiles and musters were a warning. If

no answer came by the deadline, the civil war would begin inside Prussia's own borders.

The month passed.



One month ago, Sofina stood before the four dukes in the cold light of the audience hall. "I will
marry Ragnar Eisenwall," she said "But I gave my late husband my word that I would remain loyal
for five years. The wedding will take place next month, exactly one day after thatvow is fulfilled."
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The dukes looked at one another. A single nod passed between them. They still
needed time to finish their own preparations. One month suited them.

Now the day had come.

Sofina stood at the altar while the great hall of the Winter Palace filled with the sound of trumpets
and the rustle of thousands of eyes upon. her. Ragnar Eisenwall walked the long aisle toward her,
smiling A single tear traced the line of her cheek and fell onto the silk of her gown, The kingdom
believed this was the marriage that would crown their future queen and bring lasting peace. Only
Sofina knew the price

she had paid to keep that peace from turning into slaughter.
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One month ago, Alex stood before Zhuge Liang.

"I've secured our connection with Estoria. The rest is yours to manage. Let's make sure both
countries grow together."

Zhuge Liang bowed, robes whispering against the polished floor. "Your Majesty. Your command
will be done."

“Good. I'm entering the training realm to raise my cultivation. Keep everything running smoothly
in my absence."

"Yes, Your Majesty." Another precise bow.

Alex turned and walked away. The words were a lie. He had never intended to set foot in the
Wudang dimensional realm.

Mid-flight, he summoned the Voxen Lucifer. The craft dropped out of stealth beside him, its matte-
black hull drinking the light, engines already spooling with a low, predatory hum.

“Been a while, buddy," Alex muttered. “Let's move."



The hatch unsealed with a pressurized hiss. He vaulted inside. The seat molded around him as the
canopy sealed.

"Prussia. Full burn. Now."

The Voxen Lucifer punched forward. The world outside blurred into streaks of cloud and sky.
Inside the cockpit, a cool ripple passed over Alex's skin. The false features of Bai Xiaochun
dissolved like mist under sunlight, revealing the sharper lines of his true face.

He flexed his jaw once, feeling the weight of his own bones settle back into place.

Hours later, Prussian airspace lit up on the threat board. The defense grid swept the approaching
craft, registered the royal signature embedded in the Voxen Lucifer's core, and stood down without

a single query.

The grid parted. The craft slipped through.

Only after they crossed the boundary did Alex's original Gaia band ignite. It reached out like a
starved thing and locked onto the Mother Gaia core buried deep beneath Prussian soil. Every
dormant channel flared open at once, flooding his neural feed with clean, encrypted data.
"Welcome home, Master Alexander," Gaia said.

Alex didn't waste breath on pleasantries. "Link me to Eve."

The connection formed instantly. A translucent screen unfolded in the air before him.

Eve's face materialized on the display, the familiar silver egg robot. "Master," she said urgently,
"Mistress Sofina is in immediate danger."

"What happened?"

"They are forcing her to marry Ragnar Eisenwall. If she refuses, they will declare civil war and
destroy Prussia."

Alex's mind cut through the variables like a blade. The Xia warship and the Estoria warship were
still weeks from combat readiness. A premature civil war would gut everything they had built.

"Gaia," he called. "I have created another mother Al like you in Xia and on Estoria. I want them all
linked into one unified system to serve the three countries and continents. What do you need to
ensure its stability?"

"High-altitude satellite relay," Gaia answered without hesitation. "Three-node synchronization
requires orbital bandwidth and quantum encryption keys that cannot be routed through surface
infrastructure without detection or lag."



"How long?"

Gaia's voice remained level, precise. “Satellite fabrication begins immediately. Core assembly and
systems checks will require two weeks. Launch clearance through Prussian atmospheric security
protocols will add further delay. Full calibration and encryption alignhment across the Xia and
Prussian Gaia nodes will then demand an additional month and two weeks for stable multi-node
synchronization.”

Alex's jaw tightened. “One month total. Not a day more. Whatever it takes."

"Yes," Gaia replied. “But I will require your direct input for final authorization codes and real-time
neural calibration."

"Fine," Alex said. "Let's get it done."

* k%

Back to now, Sofina stood at the altar in a gown that felt like a shroud, silent tears cutting tracks
down her face.

Ragnar had just taken his place beside her.

The priest lifted his hands, and the vast chamber fell into expectant silence. Hundreds of eyes
watched the moment that would crown a new king and queen.

The priest's voice rang clear and formal. "If any person here present knows just cause why this
man and this woman should not be joined in marriage, speak now, or forever hold your peace."

He scanned the crowd. “I ask once." A measured pause. “I ask twice."

Before the third call could leave his lips, the massive double doors at the back of the hall slammed
open with a crack like thunder. A single voice, deep and unflinching, rolled down the aisle.

"I object!"
The gasp that tore through the assembly was almost violent. Heads snapped around.

No one had ever dared challenge a royal wedding at the final moment-least of all the union of the
future queen and king.

Sofina's tear-filled eyes lifted. Her breath stopped.

Alexander strode forward. He did not slow until he stood before the altar, gaze locked on the
priest, then on Ragnar, then finally on her.



"I object to this marriage," he declared, voice carrying to every corner of the hall. "Sofina is my
wife. We are already bound to each other. She cannot marry anyone else."

The words detonated through the chamber. Ragnar's face went rigid.

The priest froze mid-gesture. A low wave of stunned murmurs rose from the crowd, but Alexander
did not look away from Sofina.

Her lips parted. The name slipped out in a broken whisper. "Alexander..."

She moved before anyone could stop her. Silk tore at the hem as she ran, tears spilling faster now,
no longer from despair but from something raw and desperate. She crashed into him, arms locking
around his chest with fierce, shaking strength. Her body sagged against his as the weeks of fear
finally broke. In that single, crushing embrace she felt the world tilt back into place.

He had come. He was real. And nothing else mattered.
Alex held Sofina close, one hand cradling the back of her head as she trembled against his chest.

"I'm here," he murmured, voice low but steady enough to carry. "Don't worry. I'll take care of all of
this."

The grand hall remained frozen in stunned silence. Every guest, every noble, every servant stood
motionless, eyes wide. This was unfolding in front of the entire court-

live.

Duke Dornwald and Duke Eisenwall moved through the crowd toward the king.
"Your Majesty," Duke Dornwald said, "what is the meaning of this?"

Duke Eisenwall stepped forward.

"Your Majesty, in front of these people if you do not allow Princess Sofing to marry Ragnar Prussia
will split. I strongly advise Your Majesty totet the marriage proceed."

The king's gaze moved from the two dukes to Sofina, still pressed against Alexander. A long sigh
escaped him. He looked suddenly older, the weight of the crown heavier than ever.

"I am old," he said quietly. "Today is my final day as king. I have already chosen Sofina as my
successor. I will not involve myself in this any longer."

He had no desire to wade into the coming storm. But if Alexander had come for her,
he must possess something strong enough to stand against these men.

The king trusted his instinct. He would not stand in Alex's way.



Duke Dornwald's face twisted. "You have always been a useless king." He turned sharply and
strode toward Sofina. Duke Eisenwall followed.

“Princess Sofina,” Eisenwall said, voice smooth but edged with threat, "I believe you
understand what will happen if you refuse to continue with this marriage."
Alex moved before either man could

take another step. He shifted Sofina behind him with one arm, his body now a shield between her
and the dukes His eyes locked on Eisenwall, cold and unflinching.

"Why don't you tell me what will

happen if my wife refuses to marry your useless son?" Alex said, voice

cuttgh the hat other?

like a blade Will he ran crying to his

Will he still need to suckle ather

breast like an infant? Let him go. He doesn't deserve Sofina."

A collective gasp tore through the assembly. The shock was visceral, electric. No
one had ever spoken to the dukes with such open contempt inside these walls.

Duke Eisenwall's face darkened. “You,” he said, voice tight. "Your bravery will destroy this entire
country."

Alex laughed. “Even if the whole world burns, so what? She is my wife. I will never give her to
you."

Duke Dornwald turned to Sofina, his tone heavy with threat. "Princess Sofina. Are you certain you
want to see this place destroyed?"

Before she could answer, Duke Dunkel rose from his seat. The hall went still.

"I have an important announcement," he declared. “I, Duke Dunkel, have decided to support Miss
Sofina as queen."

The chamber erupted. Voices rose in shock and speculation. Five dukes now stood behind her. In
the eyes of the court, that made her the rightful queen already.

Duke Dornwald spun toward him, fury cracking his composure. “Duke Dunkel, how dare you betray
us?"

"I am not the only one," Dunkel replied calmly.



Duke Hohenberg stood as well. "I make this announcement before the entire court.
I, too, support Miss Sofina as queen."
The hall exploded a second time. This time the guests joined in. Six dukes had

never aligned behind a single candidate in living memory. The balance of power had shifted in a
single breath.

"Queen Sofina!" someone shouted from the crowd.

The chant spread fast, rolling through the hall like thunder. "Queen Sofina! Queen
Sofina!"

Duke Dornwald and Duke Eisenwall stood exposed, their authority crumbling in real
time. Even Ragnar's face had gone bloodless. They had become the joke of the

court.

Duke Dornwald's jaw clenched. "All of you will remember this.” He turned on his heel and strode
toward the doors.

Alex stepped into his path, blocking the exit. His voice dropped, cold and absolute. "Did I give you
permission to leave?"

Duke Dornwald stopped, eyes narrowing. “What do you want, you lowly peasant?”

Alex's answer was simple. "Your head."

A blade materialized in his hand with a faint shimmer of energy. He swung in one fluid motion.
The edge bit deep into Duke Dornwald's neck. Blood sprayed across the marble

floor.

Before the body could fall, Alex was already moving. He blurred across the space between them and
brought the sword down again, this time toward Duke Eisenwall.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 682[
1,504 words ]



Duke Eisenwall's gaze dropped to the floor.
To Dornwald's body.

The head had separated cleanly, and the neck still pumped bright arterial red across the white
marble, spreading in a slow, deliberate tide.

Christoph Dornwald — commander of one hundred thousand soldiers, the man whose word could
split Prussia down its spine — lay crumpled at the feet of a stranger no one had ever seen before
today.

Eisenwall's blood turned to ice water.

He had not brought his personal guard. Neither had Dornwald. The wedding chamber was
sovereign ground, its guest list curated to the last name, its doors sealed to blades and armor alike.

Every lord in that hall had surrendered his weapons at the entrance as a matter of course. Who
would draw steel at a royal wedding? Who would even think to?

Yet here stood a man with a sword that should not exist, in a room it should never have entered,
standing over a corpse that should have been impossible.

Who is he?
The question had no time to form an answer.

"Guards!" Eisenwall's voice tore from his throat raw and high, nothing like the measured baritone
he used to bend kings.

He was already moving, boots sliding against the blood-slicked marble, arms reaching toward the
soldiers who were only now pushing through the stunned crowd toward the altar.

"Guards now!"

He never reached them.

Alex took a single step. One. His arm rose and the blade left his hand in a shallow, spinning arc
that needed no elegance — only geometry. It crossed the distance between them before Eisenwall
could draw another breath.

The second head struck the floor with a sound the hall would remember for the rest of its days.

Silence swallowed everything.



Two of the most feared men in Prussia lay headless on the wedding chamber floor, their blood
mingling in the grouting between the marble tiles, spreading toward the white satin hem of
Sofina's gown.

Every guest stood frozen - nobles, generals, clergy, servants - every mouth sealed by the same
disbelieving stillness.

At the far end of the dais, King Wilhelm Augustus did not move. His eyes traveled from Dornwald's
body to Eisenwall's, and then — slowly, as though he barely trusted the motion to Alexander.

A long breath left the old king's chest.

And in the privacy of his own face, where no one thought to look, the corner of his mouth lifted.
For fifteen years those two men had been the invisible ceiling above his throne — the ones who

held the real armies, who made the real decisions, who could humble a king with nothing more

than a letter.

Now both of them were cooling on his floor. Their combined military power was suddenly
leaderless, without a chain of command, without a living lord to issue the order that mattered.

This man knows exactly how to finish what he starts.

The thought had barely settled when Ragnar Eisenwall exploded from beside the altar, face white
as the untouched candles above him, voice cracking with fury and something that lived just
beneath fury — terror.

"You are all dead!" he screamed, his composure gone, the groomed mask of the duke's heir
shattered beyond recovery.

"We prepared for this. We planned for exactly this moment. If anything happened to us, the full
military strength of House Dornwald and House Eisenwall was to mobilize immediately - every
soldier, every aircraft, every mobile suit - and burn this place to the ground. All of Prussia with it.
That order is already in motion. You have started a war you cannot stop."

The king's stillness broke. His voice came down like a hammer.
"How dare you." He rose from his seat, one hand raised toward the royal guard. "Seize him. Now."
Soldiers surged forward and dragged Ragnar back by the arms. He did not stop shouting.

"Hear me, people of Prussia!" His voice carried the full panic of a man with nothing left to lose,
raw and wild and intended for every ear in the kingdom.

"War has come to your doorstep — tonight. The armies of House Dornwald and House Eisenwall
are already marching from their territories. They will not stop. They will not negotiate. Every city,



every village, every farm in their path will burn. This is the price of breaking your promise. This is
our revenge."

The hall erupted. Women pressed their hands to their mouths. Men reached for sword hilts they
had surrendered at the door.

A child began to cry somewhere in the gallery above.

The sound of six hundred people understanding at the same instant that the world had changed
crashed through the chamber like a physical wave.

The king raised both hands, and the force of his voice — old but still sovereign, still steel beneath
the age — cut through the chaos.

"Citizens of Prussia." Each word fell with deliberate weight. "Do not be afraid. Your king has
prepared for this. Six dukes stand with the crown today — six dukes and their combined strength.
These two traitors commanded armies. So do we. This will be resolved swiftly, and it will be

resolved completely. Stand firm."

The crowd stilled by degrees, breathing ragged, eyes moving between their king and the man who
had brought a sword to a wedding and used it.

Alexander walked to Sofina.

She had not moved. She stood exactly where she had been standing when he first pulled her behind
him — but her eyes had found him again, and they had not let go.

He took her hand in both of his. Her fingers were cold. She was trembling in a way she was
working very hard to hide.

He met her gaze and held it.
"Do you trust me?"

The question was quiet enough that only she could hear it beneath the din. Sofina looked at him —
at the face she had memorized and mourned and refused to stop believing in- and the trembling
slowed.

"Yes," she said. The single word carried everything she could not say aloud. "I trust you."

"Then tell your people, Sofina," Alex breathed softly, leaning close. "The forces of House Dornwald
and House Eisen are safe within my encirclement no one will be harmed, no one will need to run.
Just let them know everything is going to be alright." He held her gaze as he whispered the words.

He said it the way a man states a fact already written.

Because for him, it already was.



Sofina looked at Alex with wide, disbelieving eyes — and then, as the shock cracked open,
something shifted beneath it. The corner of her mouth rose. Slowly. Like a woman remembering
she was not alone.

"Fine," she said.
She raised her hand, and the hall fell quiet around her. Every guest leaned in.

"Citizens of Prussia. Do not be afraid. The armies of both dukes are already contained. They will
not reach you."

The words landed, and for a moment the hall held its breath.
Then it exhaled in doubt.

Eyes moved sideways. Lips pressed together. Nobles exchanged glances that said everything polite
silence would not — she's bluffing, she has to be bluffing — and the murmur that rose from the
crowd had the low, uneasy texture of people calculating their odds.

"Everyone listen to me!" Ragnar's face was flushed, his dress uniform disheveled, sweat gleaming
at his temples.

"You all know the numbers. House
Dornwald and House Eisenwall
together control seventy percent of

Prussia's military. Seventy percent. Whatever she promises you-it means nothing. Nothing We hold
this country's teeth. We can take this capital apart stone by stone without breaking a sweat, and
every man in this room knows it."

He was not wrong. That was the worst part.

Every senior officer, every governor, every duke still breathing in that chamber had
done the arithmetic years ago and arrived at the same answer.

The combined military weight of those two houses had always been the argument
that ended arguments.

The colour drained from a dozen faces at once.

Alex raised one hand.

He snapped his fingers.

Four large screens ignited across the walls of the wedding chamber — crisp, high-



resolution feeds pulled live from orbital surveillance, each image so sharp the crowd could read the
markings on individual aircraft.

Two screens showed the skies above Duke Dornwald's territory. The other two showed Eisenwall's.
The guests went rigid.

Above both duchies, the skies were full. Thousands of aircraft — fighters, mobile suits, drone
swarms in tight, coordinated formations — were already airborne and in position, engines burning,
weapons primed.

The mobilization order had clearly been given. Both armies were ready to move.

But they were not moving.

Because surrounding them on every screen, outnumbering them by a ratio that took

a moment fully absorb - five to one, minimum was another force entirely.

Aircraft the crowd had never seen before. Drone architectures that matched no Prussian blueprint.
And threaded between the

machines, visible even through the satellite feed, figures in flight -

cultivators, dozens of them, hovering at altitude like something

out of scripture, their qi signatures bright enough to register on. whatever sensors were capturing
the image.

The hall stopped breathing.
Someone near the back said it first, barely above a whisper.

"How is there an army five times larger than both dukes combined — already positioned over their
territory?"

No one answered. No one had an answer.

"That's that can't be real." Another voice, shakier than the first.
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"It's fabricated." Ragnar's composure had finally begun to fray at the seams, his certainty fraying
with it. "It's a projection. A trick. You're being manipulated — all of you this is a fraud!"

Around him, people exchanged uncertain glances, the seed of doubt quietly taking root among the
crowd.

"Fraud?" The word left Alex's lips with a sharp laugh — humorless, deliberate. "Then let's go live."
A soft mechanical hum moved through the hall.

Eve drifted forward — unhurried, silver, small — as though the chaos filling the hall were nothing
more than weather passing through. Its casing opened gently, and from its optical array two live
feeds bloomed into the air: soft but clear, laying both armies bare for every soul in the room to
witness.

"Sofina." Alex's voice was quiet and precise. "You can address those armies directly. From here.
They will see your face - and every word you speak, they will hear."

Sofina straightened.

"People of House Dornwald. People of House Eisenwall." Her voice was calm, almost tender — the
voice of someone addressing family long separated.

"You are people of Prussia. Warriors of Prussia. And I am your queen. Six dukes have given their
word to that — six, as our laws require. It is enough." She paused, letting the weight of it reach
them.

"Duke Dornwald and Duke Eisenwall did not lead you out of love for Prussia. They led you out of
hunger for a throne — and they used your loyalty, your lives, as leverage. That is not service. That
is treason. And treason carries one sentence."

She nodded to Eve.

The silver drone moved forward and turned its feeds outward, projecting them for the entire hall
to see — the bodies of both dukes, headless, cooling on the marble floor where they had fallen. No
ceremony. No softening. Just the clean, irreversible fact of it.

In their separate command aircraft, the generals of House Dornwald and House Eisenwall watched
through their screens in rigid silence. The color drained from their faces.

They had received their orders minutes ago — mobilize, hold position, await further command from
the Duke. They were ready. Every regiment fueled, every missile loaded, every pilot strapped in
and waiting.

But the men who were supposed to give that further command were already dead. And surrounding
them on every axis — above, below, and at every cardinal point — was an army five times their size
that had materialized from nowhere.



Just presence. Total, suffocating, absolute presence.

The generals understood what that meant. They had spent their careers learning the language of
military positioning, and what they were reading now, in every direction they could look, said the
same thing in terms that needed no translation.

This is already over. You just haven't admitted it yet.

Sofina's voice cut through the stunned silence like cold steel.

"People of House Dornwald. People of House Eisenwall." She continued, her gaze moving across the
live feeds as though she could see every general through the

screen.

"Your dukes were traitors — men who held this kingdom hostage to seat themselves on a throne
that was never theirs. I have executed them for it. But you - you are not them. You are soldiers of
Prussia. And Prussia still needs you."

"Lay down your weapons. Stand down your formations. Await the appointment of new leadership
for your territories. Do this now, and you will be treated as the citizens you are."

Her eyes hardened.

"But hear me clearly. The armies surrounding you belong to Xia and to Estoria. They outnumber
you five to one on every front, and they have sworn - sworn — that if you choose to fight, they will
not stop at your battalions. They will not stop at your airfields or your armories."

Her voice dropped half a register, quiet and absolute. "They will take apart every city, every town,
every farm in the Dornwald and Eisenwall territories."

“Your families are home right now. Your children. Your parents. Your wives." She let one beat of
silence do the work a hundred words could not. "Your choices in the next minutes decide what
happens to them."

"Cease your weapons. Now."
On the four screens, the feeds held. Five-to-one odds, staring back at every general still breathing.

The silence on both sides stretched — that particular, excruciating silence of men doing the only
mathematics that mattered.

Their dukes were dead. The chain of command ended at a headless body on a marble floor a
hundred kilometers away.



Without a living lord to issue the order, without a target to march toward, without a reason that
outweighed the faces waiting for them at home - there was nothing left to fight for.

And fighting five times your own strength, when you've already lost, is not courage. It's butchery.

On the Dornwald feed, a general lowered his arm. The signal passed down the line in seconds -
engines throttling back, formation lights shifting from combat-red to standby, aircraft banking
away from their attack vectors in slow, deliberate arcs.

Eisenwall's forces followed within moments. No communication between them. No negotiation.
Just the same calculation arriving at the same answer.

The armies of Xia and Estoria mirrored the movement - weapons lowering,

formations pulling back, creating space where there had been pressure.

Orderly. Controlled. The grammar of a victory that had never needed to fire a single shot.
The wedding hall erupted.

The sound that tore through the chamber was not applause - it was release.

People wept without shame. Strangers gripped each other's arms.

Sofina stepped toward Alex through the noise, and when she reached him, the crowd fell away. It
was only them.

"How did you get Xia and Estoria here?" Her eyes searched his face - not suspicious, not
demanding. Searching for the truth behind the miracle. "And don't lie to me."

Alex smiled, the kind of smile that didn't belong on the face of a man who had just decapitated two
dukes in a wedding chapel.

"Let's say the kings are my blood

brothers." His voice was easy, warm,

Ret

carrying the weight of something settled long before today. "The
ofus agreed Xia, Estoria

and

Prussia- to build something

three



together. I'd like you to be part of

that."
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Sofina held his gaze for a long moment. Then the corners of her eyes softened.
"If you say so," she said quietly. "Then let it be."

Neither of them heard Ragnar move.

The guards had loosened their grip in the chaos of celebration — a half-second of inattention,
nothing more.

It was enough. Ragnar wrenched free with a violence that sent both men stumbling,
and he crossed the marble in four strides, dropping to his knees beside his father's
body.

His hands moved with frantic,

practiced purpose. He tore open the front of Duke Eisenwall's

blood-soaked jacket and seized the medallion pinned against the dead man's chest - ation crestin
tarnished gold, the kind of heirloom that gets passed from father to son and never discussed in
polite company.

FindNovel.net

Ragnar pressed it into the pooling blood beneath his father's severed neck.
The medallion drank it.

A heartbeat passed. Then another.

Then the gold ignited—not with flame but with light, cold and brilliant. It poured upward from
Ragnar's cupped hands in a column that punched a shadow across the

ceiling.

And from within that light, a shape condensed. Slowly. Deliberately. A figure — old, wearing
traditional robes, like those of a magician.

"Grandfather." Ragnar's voice cracked down the middle. He looked up at the figure with the raw,
unguarded face of a child. "My father is dead. Please. Protect me."

The old man's eyes moved across the hall in a single, unhurried sweep. They stopped.



"Who killed him?"

Ragnar pointed at Alex.

Something shifted in Alex's chest — not thought, not strategy.

Pure instinct, the kind that lives below the brain and fires faster than language.
His hand shot out and shoved Sofina hard to the side.

The old man moved his hand. "How dare you kill my son! You will pay for this."

A tendril of light erupted from his palm — not a strike but a snare, a rope of compressed force that
crossed the distance between them before anyone in the hall could track it.

It wrapped around Alex and pulled — toward him.
Alex tried to resist - every instinct

firing at once- but nothing came. His body wouldn't answer. Wouldn't move wouldn't respond
locked ins place by something he couldn't see or name or fight.

Ragnar was swept up in the same current, yanked from his knees into the column of
light, his surprised shout cutting off mid-syllable.

Three men came into the light. One instant.

Then nothing.

The light vanished. The cold went with it.

Where Alex and Ragnar and the old man had stood, there was only the echo of displaced air and the
faint copper smell of spent energy hanging over the marble. The hall stared at the empty space
where they had been.

Sofina was already on her feet, eyes locked on the spot, the celebration around her gone utterly
silent.

They were gone. Completely gone.
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The wormhole tasted like lightning and old copper.

Alex felt it before he understood it that electric wrongness on his tongue, the metallic pull at the
back of his throat, as the old man carried him through the tear in

space.

Ragnar was there too, limp and silent, the old man bearing both of them through the fold in reality
as though he'd done it a thousand times.

Alex had no idea where they were taking him. He knew only one thing with terrible certainty: he
would not survive the journey's end.

Whatever mercy had kept him breathing until now would end the moment they stepped through
the other side.

Move.

His nascent soul power surged from that buried place, and Alex threw every fragment of it against
his own chains.

His muscles screamed.
His vision strobed white.
And then the invisible lock cracked.

He didn't think. He twisted, drove his elbow back, and slammed it into the old man's chest with
everything he had left.

The attack caught the old man off guard. He let out a moan — a short, wet expulsion of breath —
and his grip failed.

Alex dropped to the tunnel floor.

And in those ancient, cold eyes, something new ignited. Something that had never been there
before.

Disbelief.
"You" He spit blood, chest heaving.

But Alex was already falling. Already tumbling out of the tunnel's current, the dimensional tide no
longer carrying him but spitting him sideways, out and away.

The old man's arm shot forward.



The thunder came with no warning.

It struck Alex mid-fall, a lance of white-gold electricity that hit him square in the spine and
detonated through every nerve ending simultaneously.

His body locked — every muscle seizing at once, joints fused, limbs rigid - as though someone had
poured concrete into his veins and let it set.

He couldn't fly. Couldn't steer. Couldn't even scream.

He hit the tunnel wall like a stone thrown against glass.

The wormhole rejected him.

And then he was through, and everything turned upside down, and there was nothing at all.

He hit the street.

Not a landing. A collision. Cobblestone met the length of his body, and the impact punched the
remaining air from his lungs, his palms skidding across the stone, the world spinning and refusing
to stop.

He lay there for a moment, cheek pressed to the ground, blinking at a sky the color of a bruised
peach.

Then the pain arrived, and it was thorough.

He pushed himself upright.

He was in a narrow alley wedged between two buildings.
Five men stood in a loose arc, staring at him.

He became aware, distantly, that he was naked. What remained of his clothes was scorched carbon
clinging to the edges of nothing - the thunder strike had taken care of the rest.

He didn't have the energy to feel embarrassed. He barely had the energy to breathe.

At the far end of the alley, half-pressed into shadow, was a woman. She wasn't standing with the
men. She was standing away from them, her body angled toward the wall, toward escape.

Alex understood the situation in the space between two heartbeats.

He looked at the five men.



"Whatever you were about to do to her," he said, voice stripped of everything except the quiet at
the center of a storm. "Forget it."

The closest man tilted his head, and something almost like amusement crossed his face - the
particular amusement of a person who has never once been told no and found the novelty of it

quaint.

He held a tile-shaped object loosely in his left hand. His right hand came up with the casual
authority of someone turning a doorknob.

Fire bloomed from his palm.

It came fast — a tight lance of it, orange-white and focused — and Alex's body responded before his
mind fully caught up, pulling on his power, shaping a barrier, trying to shield him.

But something was wrong.

He felt it immediately. His cultivation, usually a steady current beneath his skin, moved like broken
water.

Turbulent. Fragmented. The old man's thunder strike hadn't just paralyzed him. It had destabilized
something fundamental — cracked his core like a hairline fracture running through the foundation
of a building.

The energy he reached for frayed and scattered at the edges, and the barrier he'd managed to form
was thin.

He let the fire hit it and felt the impact shudder through him like a bell being struck.

The core was damaged. Deeply. It would take time — real time, measured in months or years.
He exhaled slowly.

Alex rolled his neck once, felt something crack.

Fine, he thought. Then we do this the hard way.

He rushed to the nearest man and drove his fist straight into the man's face.

The impact was clean. Economical. The man's head snapped back and he crumpled before his body
even understood what had happened.

"Get him," one of the others snapped.
They came all at once. Electric bolts. Streams of pressurized water. A lash of

plasma that smelled like burning ozone.



The attacks converged on Alex from three directions, and he stood in the center of it and let them
come.

Each strike hit him like a firm shove.
He moved through the barrage without hurrying, without wasted motion, one man at
a time.

A palm to a throat. An elbow to a temple. A grab, a twist, a body folding to the cobblestones with a
sound like laundry dropped from height.

Four strikes. Four men down.

He looked down at himself, naked.

He considered the five men.

Anyone who cornered a woman in a dark alley in a city they apparently owned
wasn't going to miss one suit.

His gaze moved across them and settled on the best-dressed - a deep charcoal jacket with clean
lapels, trousers that nearly fit.

He dressed without ceremony, ignoring the ache in his ribs, and began to go through their pockets
with the quiet efficiency of someone performing a necessary task.

Tile-shaped objects. One from each of them — flat, humming faintly with stored energy, clearly
significant in ways he didn't yet understand.

He pocketed all five. Then the rings, slid from unresisting fingers. The necklaces. Everything small
enough to carry and unusual enough to be worth examining later. He didn't know what any of it
was worth here.

He didn't know anything about here.

Even their language was strange — close enough that he could parse the surface of it, the way a
man might recognize a cousin's dialect, but shot through with cadences that felt ancient and bent,
like speech heard underwater.

Words he knew were shaped wrong. Syllables that didn't land where he expected them to.
The woman already long gone.
He walked to the mouth of the alley and stopped.

A tram hissed past on a rail that emitted a steady amber pulse, its wheels running smooth and
silent, the windows glowing warmly from within.



The passengers visible through the glass looked ordinary — coats, conversation, one man reading
something that scrolled across a thin luminescent sheet.

The city beyond the tram was loud with life. Street vendors. Foot traffic. Lanterns

that floated at the height of second-floor windows, tethered to nothing, their light the color of
poured honey.

Not Estoria. Not Prussia. Not Xia.
This place had magic the way other places had electricity — not as a phenomenon

but as infrastructure. Woven into the transport, the signage, the mortar between the bricks. The
bones of the city ran on it.

Above the storefront directly across the street, a sign floated in letters that rearranged themselves
as he read, cycling through languages before settling:

WELCOME TO NEW AVALON - ARCANUM STATE'S PROUDEST CITY.

Alex read it twice. Filed it. Moved on.

A street vendor called something in that bent, underwater dialect from behind a cart

of objects that resembled fruit but glowed faintly at their centers.

Alex walked through all of it.

He had managed to piece together the basics in twenty minutes of careful observation. This was a
modern city - the technology level was comparable to what he knew, perhaps slightly ahead in

some respects.

But instead of electricity as its foundational infrastructure, magic was. Mana lines ran through the
buildings the way power cables ran through walls back home.

Citizens carried small identification tiles that they tapped against readers at tram stops and shop
entrances.

A faint shimmer surrounded most adults - barely visible, just a breath of color around the
shoulders and hands - which Alex identified as their natural mana signature.

A man in a grey uniform jogged past the alley mouth. He wore a short cape with a shield emblem
and carried a baton that glowed at one end.

"Hey." A man in the grey cape uniform stepped in front of him. The baton at his hip
was active — the glow was steady, not aggressive, but present. "Citizen. Stop a moment."

Alex stopped.



"Signature tile, please."

"I don't have one."

The knight's eyes flicked down to Alex, then back up. He was perhaps twenty-two,
with the careful posture of someone recently trained.

"No tile," he repeated. "And no mana signature visible. Name?"

"Alexander."

"Surname?"

"Leonhart."

The knight's partner had drifted around behind Alex during this exchange — a

standard flanking position, not threateningly executed but clearly deliberate. Alex noted it with the
same interest he might give a mild weather change.

"Alexander Leonhart. Arcanum resident?"

"No."

"Visiting from another state?"

"Not exactly."

The knight's expression tightened by

one precise notch. "Sir, in the United States of Magic, all citizens and
registered visitors are required toet

carry an active signature tile at all times Failure to produce oneon request is a Class Three
infraction. I'm going to need you to come with us to the nearest Knight Station for identity
verification."

Alex looked at him for a moment. Then he nodded.
"All right," he said, and put his hands in his pockets and waited for them to lead.

The knight who had spoken exchanged a glance with his partner. People who had just been
informed they were being detained didn't usually agree this easily.

It made them uncomfortable in the way that an unlocked door makes a lock-picker uncomfortable.

"This way," the first one said, less certainly than before.



The Knight Station was four blocks east. It was a ground-floor office with a glowing shield above
the door and a front desk staffed by a young woman who looked up when they entered and back
down immediately when she saw the knights' expressions.

They sat Alex in a chair.

They filled out forms.

They took his name and physical description. They asked about his mana affinity —

the category of magic he used — and he told them honestly that he wasn't sure how

it applied to their classification system. They wrote down: affinity unknown.

For two hours, they kept him- questioning, watching, waiting for something in his

answers to crack.

The verification process for unregistered individuals, Alex was informed by a bored sergeant
named Walsh, involved

Ovel

cross-referencing against the USM's national identity archive, the inter-state visitor database, the
restricted persons registry, and, if

none of those produced a match submitting a report to the Arcanum
State Bureau of Mana Compliance,

which had a standard processing window of three to five business
days.
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"Three to five business days?" Alex asked.

"Standard processing," Walsh confirmed, without looking up from his terminal. "During which I
remain here."

"During which you may remain here voluntarily or be transferred to the temporary
holding facility at Fourth Street, which has better coffee."

Alex sat with this information.



Two hours later, a knight named Dax - younger than Walsh, sharper-eyed, with the kind of focused
hostility that usually belonged to people who had decided they didn't like. someone before meeting
them

came to deliver the preliminary finding: no match in any database. Alexander Leonhart did not
exist in the USM's records.

"That's unusual," Dax said, leaning against the wall across from Alex's chair.

"I imagine it is."

"Most unusual cases are criminals who've had their records scrubbed. Occasionally
it's someone from an unaffiliated territory. Sometimes it's a spy."

"Which category do you think applies?"

Dax's eyes narrowed. "You're very calm for someone with no identity."

"I've had a long day."

Whatever Dax was about to say next didn't happen, because at that moment the station's front
door was thrown open with a force that suggested the person throwing it had very little patience
for doors, and a woman's voice cut across the

room:

"Let go of me. I said let go. I can walk into a Knight Station by myself, I am not a — where is he?
The man they brought in on Third Street. Where is he?"

Alex turned.
She was perhaps twenty-four, dressed in clothes that had once been expensive and
still carried the memory of it — the lines were good, the fabric was quality, but both

were stressed at the edges in the particular way of someone who used to have things laundered
and pressed and no longer did.

Her hair was dark and half-undone. There was a bruise forming along her left jaw.
She saw Alex and pointed at him. "That one."

She had been one of the people Alex had not actually met yet, which made her pointing at him
surprising.
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She had a bruise on her jaw and she was pointing at him like she owned him.

"That one," she said again, apparently for the benefit of the knight who had stepped sideways to
block her, because she was already moving around him.

Alex watched her cross the room. She moved the way people moved when they were frightened and
had decided to be angry about it instead - purposeful, slightly too fast, her eyes fixed on him with
the concentrated intensity of someone who had made a decision on the walk over and was not
going to reconsider it now.

She stopped in front of his chair.

He looked up at her.

She looked down at him.

Neither of them said anything for a moment.

"You're the one from the alley," she said. It wasn't a question.
"I didn't see your face," Alex said.

"I saw yours and your naked body." She pulled the chair beside him out and sat, uninvited, angling
her body so that her back was to the knight named Dax. A small tactical choice. Alex noted it.
"You're in trouble."

"Moderate trouble," he agreed. "Three to five business days' worth."

"That's not how it works." Her voice had dropped. Not quite a whisper - she wasn't being
clandestine, exactly, just precise about her volume. "Once they submit to the Bureau, it opens an
inquiry. That's not a processing window, that's an investigation. They'll flag you as a potential
Unregistered, and then it's not civil anymore."

"What is it then?"
"Criminal. Specifically, the kind that involves the Arcanum Mage Court, which has a different

processing window that is measured in years rather than days." She paused. "I looked it up on my
way here."



Alex studied her for a moment. The bruise on her jaw was fresh. Her half-undone hair had been
gathered and re-pinned at some point between the alley and this station, but not fully — a few dark
strands still fell loose. She had cleaned the scrape on the back of her left hand, but not well.
"Why?" he asked.

"Why what?"

"Why did you look it up."

Something moved across her face — not quite calculation, not quite gratitude. Something in
between, like a person who has already thought something through but doesn't want to seem like
they had.

"Because you helped me," she said, "and I don't have a lot of resources right now, but I have one
that's relevant to your situation. If you're willing."

"What resource?"

She straightened slightly. "I'm Febyella Steinmeyer. House Steinmeyer. I'm registered — fully, with
a clean signature and a current tile — and registered citizens in good standing can act as a personal
surety for unregistered individuals pending Bureau processing."

Alex worked through this. "You'd vouch for me."

"Effectively, yes. They release you into my supervision. You're assigned provisional residency
status under my name, which means you exist, legally, for up to ninety- day while your origin
documentation is independently verified."

"And in return."

There it was — the thing she had been walking toward since she came through the door. She had
done him the courtesy of not leading with it, which he appreciated.

He'd met enough people who buried the cost until the other person was already grateful.

"My family has a dinner in three days," she said. "Formal. Quarterly. Everyone attends, including
my great-uncle, who controls the family trust allocation." A brief pause. "I need to arrive with a
partner."

Alex looked at her.

"A partner," he said.

"A fiancé," she said, with the specific precision of someone correcting themselves before being
corrected.



"The situation is — my great-uncle has decided that I'm financially irresponsible and personally
unstable and that my branch of the family should have its trust allocation reduced. This has been
happening for three quarters running. Each time I've attended alone it has confirmed his position.
If I arrive with —" she stopped.

"If I arrive demonstrating that I have established personal stability, a partnership, a future — the
calculus changes. He can't reduce an allocation for instability if there's no visible instability."

"How visible does the stability need to be?"

"Visible enough to be credible." A very small pause. "You'd need to know basic things about me. A
reasonable history. We'd need to behave like people who had been together long enough to be
engaged. I'm not asking for a performance — I'm asking for a competent fiction."

"For one dinner."

"For one dinner. After which you have your provisional status, I have made my case, and we go our
separate ways with no further obligation."

Alex leaned back slightly and looked at the middle distance, not at her which she seemed to find
slightly more unsettling than if he'd looked at her, because she filled the silence with more words

than she'd intended to.

"I know it's an unusual request. I know you don't know me. But the alternative for you is the
Bureau, and I —" she stopped herself. Recalibrated.

"I'm trying to be direct with you. The situation in the alley wasn't—I wasn't simply passing
through. Those men work for someone who is related to my great-uncle's side of the family and

who has a vested interest in my trust allocation being reduced. This dinner matters to people on
multiple sides and I would rather arrive with an advantage than without one."

Alex brought his attention back to her.
She was watching him with that same concentrated quality — ready for questions, ready for
refusal, holding herself very still the way people did when they were pretending not to care about

the answer.

He could feel the shape of what she was offering and what she was not saying. The dinner was
real.

The threat from her great-uncle's side was real.

The men in the alley were, he suspected, a message about what happened to

people who arrived at that dinner with advantages.

She hadn't told him any of that last part. He wasn't going to tell her he'd understood

it anyway.



"Three questions," he said.
Her chin lifted slightly. "All right."
"The dinner. How formal is formal? I'll need something to wear that won't embarrass you."

She blinked. That had not been the first question she'd expected. "Black tie. House colors are dark
blue and silver, but guests don't observe that. I can - I can arrange something."

"Second. What do I call you in front of your family."

"Feby." Said quickly, with the faint expression of someone who had been called Febyella too many
times in rooms full of people who meant it as a measurement. "Everyone does."

"Third." He met her eyes. "The men in the alley. Are they going to be a problem at the dinner?"

The stillness in her sharpened. She hadn't expected that question either, and its accuracy showed
in the way she went carefully neutral before answering. "That depends on how the evening goes."

"That's not a no."
"No," she said. "It isn't."
Alex nodded once. He looked at the knight named Dax, who was performing the act

of examining a form on his terminal with the obvious attention of a man trying to seem like he
wasn't listening.

"How do we do this," Alex said.

Feby stood. There was a particular quality to the way she did it — the same way she'd crossed the
room, with decision already made — and Alex revised his read of her slightly upward. She was
frightened. She was also determined in a way that wasn't contingent on the fear resolving first.

"You stay here," she said. "I'll go speak to the sergeant."
Walsh was not enthusiastic.

Alex listened to the conversation from his chair without appearing to, parsing the formal language
through the bent-cadence dialect's surface layer — he was getting faster at it.

Feby's voice was level, slightly clipped, with the practiced evenness of someone who had learned
that showing effort gave people something to bargain against.

She cited the relevant statute without hesitating on the number. She produced her tile from a
pocket without being asked.

Walsh asked three questions. She answered all three without filling the silence around them.



Dax, from his position near the door, watched Alex watch the wall, and seemed to find this
suspicious in a way he couldn't articulate.

Eleven minutes later, Feby came back.

"You'll need to sign something," she said. "And they're taking your biometrics for the provisional
file, which is standard. After that we can go."

"The tile-shaped objects I took from the men in the alley," Alex said.
She stopped.
He waited.

"You took their idents," she said, with an expression that suggested this was either very bad or
very good and she was deciding which. "Those are identification tiles. You can't—those are
assigned to specific mana signatures, they won't work for you

"I don't want them to work. I want to know what they indicate about their owners."
He paused. "Specifically, whether they indicate anything about who sent them."
The expression settled. Good, then.

"Give them to me," she said quietly. "Don't let Walsh see."

He produced them from the inside pocket of the stolen jacket and she took them in
her closed fist without looking at them, slipping them away in one smooth motion.
"You've done something like this before," she said.

"I've been in situations before."

"That isn't a no either."

"No," he agreed. "It isn't."

The forms took twenty minutes. His biometrics — a light scan, a brief assessment of

his mana output that produced a confused pause and a note entered as output: anomalous /
classification: pending — took another ten.

Walsh stamped the provisional authorization with the air of a man filing something he expected to
regret and told them both to report to the Bureau of Mana Compliance within seventy-two hours to
initiate the formal documentation process. Outside, the night had come down fully. The floating
lanterns along the street had shifted to a deeper amber, the evening frequency. The tram lines
hummed their amber pulse in the dark.



Alex stood on the front step of the Knight Station and breathed the night air and took stock of what
he had.

One stolen suit. Five confiscated idents.
A collection of rings and necklaces of uncertain value.
A ninety-day provisional existence under the name Febyella Steinmeyer's surety.

A damaged core that would take months to repair. A world he had been in for approximately six
hours, about which he knew the following: it ran on mana as infrastructure, it had a legal system
that processed identity through signature tiles, it had a family called Steinmeyer that had a dinner
in three days, and it had at

minimum five people who'd been sent to discourage Feby from attending that dinner.

He also had no money, no housing, no contacts, and no understanding of local currency, local
politics, local power structures, or why the moon was a different

color.

He hadn't asked about the moon yet. It didn't seem like the most pressing issue. Feby came to
stand beside him. She was looking out at the street with an expression that was doing some work -
managing several things at once, keeping them all behind the eyes.

"I have a flat," she said. "It's not large, but there's a second room." A slight pause.
"I'm not — I should be clear, the arrangement is professional."

"Understood."

"And I don't know anything about you."

"No."

"You're not going to -" she stopped. Started differently. "Where are you from?"

Alex considered the question. It was the honest kind — not asked to establish credentials, just
asked because she was standing beside someone she had just vouched for legally and had not yet
asked the obvious thing.

"Somewhere that doesn't appear in your databases," he said. "That part was true.

I'm not from any state in your United States of Magic. I'm not from anywhere on this on your
map." He let that settle for a moment.

"I came through something. I don't fully understand the mechanism. I'm not going

back soon." He looked at her. "That's the accurate version."



She absorbed this with the particular quality of someone deciding in real time whether to believe
something improbable.

"The way you dealt with those men in the alley," she said.

"What about it."

"You didn't use mana."

"My access to that kind of energy is temporarily compromised. The process I came

through — it damaged something." He paused. "I'm not helpless. But I'm not what I would normally
be."

She was quiet for a moment. Something was working through her expression - not

doubt, exactly. Recalibration. He got the sense she was updating a calculation she had already been
running.

"The dinner," she said. "My family will ask about you. Background, profession, how

we met." She turned to look at him directly. "I need to know what you're comfortable claiming."
"Tell me what's most useful and I'll confirm it."

"That's not how normal people talk about their own histories."

"I'm not a normal person. You've known that since the alley."

She studied him. He let her, standing still and easy, not performing anything — not

reassurance, not menace, just the specific quality of someone who was genuinely comfortable
being examined.

"Fine," she said eventually. "Here's what I'll tell them. We met six months ago through
professional channels. You're from the Western Reaches -" a glance at him,

checking"- which is dis
that records aren't easily verified and

accents vary enough thatyours will pass. You work in acquisitions. That's vague enough to not
require specifics We've been together for four months, which is fast but not implausibly so. We got
engaged quietly because neither of us likes

ceremony."

"That last part is accurate," Alex said.



"Which part."

"The ceremony part."

Something shifted in her expression — not quite a smile, but the infrastructure

one. It was gone before it fully arrived.

"My great-uncle is going to want to speak with you privately," she said. "He always
does with potential family members. He's very good at reading people."

"All right."

"He's also deeply suspicious of anyone who seems like they might be performing."
Alex nodded. "Good."

She blinked. "That's not the intention of that information was to prepare you for a challenge."
looked out at the

"I know." He lanterns, at the amber pulse of the

tram rail, at the floating sign above

the corner shop that was still cycling through its languages. "I don't

perform well. I perform correctly, or I

don't perform. If your great-uncle is good at reading people apprivate conversation with me will
either satisfy him completely or make him more suspicious than he's ever

been."

"Those are very different outcomes."

"Yes."

She was quiet.

"Which one is more likely?" she asked.

Alex thought about it honestly.

"I don't know enough about him," he said. "Ask me again after I've been in the same

room with him for five minutes."



Feby looked at him for a long moment. The street sounds moved around them — the tram, the
vendor calls, the distant percussion of a city at night doing city things.

Then she exhaled through her nose, not quite a sigh, more the sound of a decision
being finalized.

"Right," she said. "The flat is three blocks north. We should walk."

She started moving. He fell into step beside her.

After half a block she said, without looking at him: "The idents you took. The rings.

You were right that they'll tell us something - the registration encoding on House- affiliated tiles
carries a signature marker. If someone affiliated with the Corden

branch authorized those men, it will be in the encoding."
"Corden is your great-uncle's side."

"Corden is my great-uncle's wife's family name. They've been aligned with House Steinmeyer for
two trust allocation is indirect but substantial She paused. If the

generations. Their interest in the et

encoding confirms what I suspect, it means what happened tonight wasn't it means this isn't my
great-uncle being cautious about the family finances. It means someone

on that side made an operational
decision."
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"Which changes the dinner."
"Which changes the dinner."
Alex walked.

The lanterns threw amber light across the cobblestones. Somewhere above the roofline, the moon
was the wrong color, and the city hummed its infrastructure magic

through the soles of his feet, and somewhere not far away the shape of the next few
days was already deciding itself.

"Feby," he said.



"What."

"At the dinner. If the situation becomes difficult"

"I handle my family myself," she said immediately.

"I wasn't going to suggest otherwise." He kept his voice easy. "I was going to say: if
the situation becomes difficult in ways that require a different kind of handling, tell
me before it requires it. Not during."

She glanced at him sideways.

"Different kind of handling," she repeated.

"I'm good at a few things," he said. "Not all of them are subtle. It's better if I know in
advance which register we're operating in."

She was quiet for a moment.

"The men in the alley weren't subtle," she said.

"No."

"And you dealt with them."

"Yes."

Another silence. A tram hissed past, amber-lit and warm, its passengers visible
through the glass — ordinary evening people going ordinary evening places, none
of them aware of the conversation on the pavement outside.

"T'll tell you," she said.

"Good."

They walked the remaining two blocks without speaking. The flat was on the third
floor of a building with a carved stone entrance and a narrow staircase that smelled

of old wood and something like candle-smoke. The door had two locks - one mechanical, one a
mana-based seal that she pressed her tile against and which disengaged with a soft click.

Inside: a main room, a small kitchen area, a window that faced the street. Two doors at the back.
Everything functional. Most things worn at the edges in the specific way



of someone who had stopped replacing things some time ago. "Second room's there," she said,
pointing at the left-hand door. "There's a change of

clothes that might fit - they were my brother's. The bathroom is the other door." She paused.
"I'll look at the tile encoding tonight. If it's what I think it is, we need to know before
the Bureau appointment tomorrow."

Alex stopped in the center of the room. He looked around it — the worn furniture,
the carefully maintained neatness, the window with its view of the lantern-lit street,
the single shelf of books and documents along the eastern wall.

"Feby."

She had moved to the kitchen and was running water. She turned slightly.

"The men tonight," he said. "They'll report back to whoever sent them. That means
whoever sent them will know there was an interference. They don't know who -
they'll have a description, but they don't know your guarantee exists yet, because
the registration only processed an hour ago."

She stilled.

"We have approximately twelve to eighteen hours," Alex said, "before someone

makes a connection between what happened in the alley and a new provisional registration filed
out of Third Street Knight Station under House Steinmeyer surety. After that, whoever authorized
tonight knows you found help."

He looked at her. "The dinner becomes more important, not less. And the people on
the other side become more motivated."

The water was still running. She reached over and turned it off.

"I know," she said. She said it quietly, without self-pity, in the way of someone
confirming something they had already been carrying.

"I know you know," he said. "I'm saying it so we're in the same room with it."

She turned to face him fully. The bruise on her jaw had deepened in the hour since



the Knight Station — it would be worse tomorrow. She had washed her face at some
point; the scrape on her hand was cleaned properly now.

She looked at him with that focused, working expression, and he looked back, and
neither of them said anything for a moment.

"Why did you do it," she said. It came out flat, like she hadn't meant it to be a
question but it had become one anyway.

"In the alley. You were already — you said your power was compromised. You didn't
know me."

Alex thought about the honest answer.

"I knew what was happening," he said. "Knowing what's happening and doing
nothing about it are two separate choices. I've only ever been good at the first one."
She looked at him a beat longer.

Then she said: "Get some sleep. Tomorrow's going to be a longer day than today."
She disappeared through the right-hand door.

Alex stood in the main room for a moment, in a stolen suit in a stranger's flat in a
city that ran on a

kind of power he couldn't currently use, in a world that wasn't his,

three days before a dinner that was already dangerous and would become more so.
He rolled his neck once. Something cracked.

He thought: Fine. Then we do this the hard way.

He stepped through the left-hand door.

Inside the modest room stood a simple single bed and stacks of books. As a

nascent soul practitioner, he could easily go days without sleep.

At this moment, however, the books laid out before him were far more enticing than



rest.
He had always thirsted for knowledge every secret, every truth, every hidden

mystery in existence.
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The Rydell family home was the kind of place that had been designed to make visitors feel small.

Three stories of pale stone, iron-latticed windows, a gate that required a mana-key to open — the
kind of gate that announced, before anyone inside had spoken a word, that the people within
considered themselves a different category of person than whoever was standing outside it.

Alex stood outside it with Feby and noted all of this without comment.

She had told him on the tram ride over. Her father — Edmund Steinmeyer, dead four years now —
had left behind a fortune so substantial that the precise number had never been discussed in polite
company.

What had been discussed, extensively and behind closed doors, was the question of what happened
to it.

Edmund had died without a will that satisfied everyone.
His money had passed into a family trust administered jointly — which in practice meant
administered by the Rydell side, her mother's family, who had been living off the interest since the

funeral.

Feby was the sole heir to the family fortune, yet the trust documents were frustratingly vague.
They stated that she would receive everything "when she was ready”—words that, in legal terms,
left everything open to interpretation.

The Rydell family had spent four years finding reasons why she wasn't ready yet.

"Level three," Feby said, standing at the gate. Her voice was flat. "That's what they'll say today. I
need to reach level three Magician certification before I can be considered capable of managing an
estate of this size. They've been saying level two for two years. Now it's level three."

"What level are you?"

"One. Provisional."



Alex nodded. "And the actual legal requirement for inheritance access under Arcanum State trust
law?"

She looked at him. "There isn't one. There's no certification requirement. They invented it."

"Good," Alex said. "That's useful."

She stared at him, her expression fracturing. "Alex... everyone in that room is my family. My
mother, my grandmother, Uncle Rael, my cousin Leon. They've been scheming since the day my
father died. I even suspected they were the ones trying to have me killed." She swallowed hard.
"I've been fighting them for four years, Alex. And I've never once backed down-"

"Have you ever brought someone with you?"
A pause. "No."

"Then today is different," he said. And walked through the gate when she opened it, hands in his
pockets, as if he had somewhere to be.

The sitting room was the largest room on the ground floor. It had been arranged, Alex noted, with
some care-the Rydell family members positioned on chairs and a settee along the far wall, a single
chair placed opposite them with a small table beside it, which was presumably for Feby. The
arrangement communicated without words: you, singular, facing us, collective.

There was no second chair.

Alex looked at this arrangement.

Then he picked up a chair from near the window, placed it beside Feby's, and sat down.
Nobody said anything for a moment.

Feby's grandmother - Marta Rydell, eighty if she was a day, with the bearing of a woman who had
been the most important person in every room she'd entered for six decades — was the first to
speak.

"Febyella." Her eyes moved to Alex with the specific quality of a person who has decided not to
acknowledge something and is communicating this decision loudly through the not-acknowledging.
"We weren't informed you would be bringing a guest."

"This is Alexander Leonhart," Feby said. "My fiancé."

The word landed in the room like a stone dropped into still water.



Feby's mother - Adeline Rydell-Steinmeyer, fifties, wearing an expression that suggested the smile
on her face was load-bearing — said: "Your fiancé. How lovely. And so sudden."

"It isn't sudden," Feby said. "We've been together for some time."

"Mm." Adeline looked at Alex with the specific attention of a woman conducting an assessment.
The suit. The shoes. The absence of any mana-shimmer around his hands, which in a room full of
certified Magicians was notable. "And what is it that you do, Mr. Leonhart?"

"Acquisitions," Alex said pleasantly, a calm smile on his face.

In a single night spent in Febyella's guestroom, he had read everything he could find. He
remembered enough details to make his lie sound completely believable. After all, lying wasn't
difficult when you prepared properly.

"Acquisitions." Uncle Rael - heavyset, fifty, with the look of a man who had spent years perfecting
the performance of being reasonable - leaned forward slightly. "Independent?"

IIYeS."
"And your family? Your House affiliation?"
"Western Reaches," Alex said smoothly. "They're independent there too."

He had just made it up on the spot. No one would be able to catch him if he stayed confident. When
lying, the most important rule was simple: appear believable.

Rael smiled the way people smiled when they had just heard something that confirmed their
existing opinion. "I see. Well, Mr. Leonhart, I'm sure Febyella has explained that today's meeting is
a family matter. A legal matter, regarding her father's estate. I'm afraid it's really not appropriate
for —"

"I'm her fiancé," Alex said. "I'm family."

The smile didn't move. "Yes, well, the engagement being quite new

"Is there a minimum engagement duration required by Arcanum State law for a
fiancé to be present at a trust administration meeting?"

Rael blinked. "I beg your pardon?"

"Section forty-one of the Family Trust Governance Act," Alex said, "defines eligible attendees at a
trust administration meeting as the beneficiary and any individual with a recognized legal
relationship to the beneficiary, which includes a registered fiancé. Feby registered our engagement
with the Bureau of Civil Records yesterday morning." He looked at Rael pleasantly. "So I'm
staying."

The room was quiet.



Feby stole a sideways glance at him, stunned.
This was the same man who had shown up completely naked yesterday. And now here he was,
smoothly playing the part of a confident smartass — and doing it far too convincingly. He didn't

even glance back at her.

Grandmother Marta's expression had not changed, which with someone of her experience meant
she was recalibrating.

Cousin Leon — perhaps twenty-eight, with the particular handsomeness of someone who had been
told they were charming so often they'd stopped questioning it — uncrossed his legs and said,

easily, "Well, welcome to the family then, Alexander. Shall we get started?"

His tone was the most dangerous one in the room, Alex noted. The others were hostile. Leon was
friendly in the way of someone who had already decided the outcome and found the process mildly
entertaining.

The meeting had been running for twenty minutes before Alex said anything further.
He had sat and listened while Rael

walked through a prepared presentation - smooth, documented, citing figures with the ease of
someone who had

rehearsed about the complexity of the Steinmeyer estate, the necessity of prudent management
during a transitional period, the family's collective concern for Febyella' wellbeing and readiness,
and the measured opinion of the trust's legal

advisors that a certification benchmark was both reasonable and protective.

For Alex, the entire situation translated into one thing only: "Bullshit."

They were trying to sugarcoat it with sweet, honeyed words.

Feby had heard all of this before. Alex could see it in the way she sat — braced, not
surprised, the posture of someone absorbing something they knew was coming.

When Rael finished, he produced a document. "We've had this prepared. A formal resolution,
agreed upon by all trust co-administrators,

estavel Three Magician Certification as the benchmark for full inheritance access. We'd like
Febyella to review it and sign today."

He slid it across the table.

Feby looked at it.



"Don't sign that," Alex said.
The room pivoted to him.

He continued pleasantly. "That document has no legal standing. The trust instrument for the
Steinmeyer estate — I'm referring to the original filing, registered with the Arcanum State Civil
Court four years ago — does not contain a certification

clause."

"There is no benchmark. There is no condition. The co-administrator role held by the Rydell family
was established for estate management purposes only, not for gatekeeping disbursement to the
sole named beneficiary." He paused.

"If you sign that document, Feby, you're voluntarily agreeing to a condition that the

law doesn't require you to meet. Don't."

Rael's reasonable expression had developed a crack in it. "Mr. Leonhart, I appreciate the
enthusiasm, but estate law is a specialized area and I'm afraid you're working from incomplete
information -

"Section twelve, paragraph four of the original trust instrument," Alex said. "Disbursement to the
sole named beneficiary shall commence upon her twenty-fifth birthday or upon formal request by
the beneficiary, whichever occurs later, without condition." He looked at Rael.

"Feby is twenty-six. She filed a formal request fourteen months ago. You are currently in violation
of the trust instrument by withholding disbursement."

The room had gone very quiet.

Uncle Rael had stopped smiling.

The family looked at one another. Only then did Febyella gather the courage to
approach and whisper shakily, "Are you saying this is true?"

"Yes."

"How can you know all this?"

"Your room is filled with law books and every document related to your father's will. I
read them."

Febyella's eyes widened in disbelief. All this time she had been too poor to hire a

lawyer, so she bought those thick second books hoping to understand her own inheritance.



She had barely opened them — defeated by how dense and overwhelming they
were.

Never in her wildest dreams had she thought someone would read every single page and remember
everything.

Adeline said, with the specific gentleness of someone picking up a weapon carefully, "Febyella,
sweetheart. I understand that your friend — means well. But these matters have been handled by

the family for four years. There are complexities you aren't aware of, financial entanglements that
require — "

"What entanglements?" Alex asked.
"1
"I'm sorry?"

"You said financial entanglements. What are they, specifically?" Adeline looked at him. For the first
time, the smile showed the effort it was taking.

"Mr. Leonhart." Grandmother Marta spoke. When she spoke, the room listened — not from
affection, Alex noted, but from the specific deference given to someone who held the levers.

"I don't know who you are. I don't know where you came from or what you want with my
granddaughter. But I will tell you this plainly: you are sitting in our home, at our meeting,
discussing matters that have been carefully managed by this family for four

years."
"Whatever information you believe you have found is incomplete. The estate has

real complexities. And a man who arrived in Febyella's life months ago citing legal statutes from
memory is not someone I am inclined to trust."

She looked at him steadily. "So I will ask you once, politely: who are you, really?
Because you are not a man from the Western Reaches doing independent
acquisitions. That much I can see."

The room waited.
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Alex looked at Grandmother Marta.

"You're right," he said. "I'm not going to tell you who I am. That's not relevant to this meeting." He
leaned forward slightly.

"What's relevant is that the trust instrument says Feby gets her money. You've been withholding it
for fourteen months past the legal trigger date. In that time, the estate has continued to generate
returns which have been administered by the co- administrator structure - which means by your
family. Every month of delay is a month of returns that should have been accessible to Feby and
weren't." He paused.

"I'm not a lawyer. But I've read the documents, and from where I'm sitting, this looks less like
prudent management and more like four years of spending someone else's money and finding
reasons not to give it back."

The silence was absolute.

Leon broke it first, and the friendliness in his voice had thinned considerably. "That's an
extraordinary accusation."

"It's not an accusation," Alex said. "It's a description of what the documents show. If it's
inaccurate, produce the accounting. Full accounting, every quarter since Edmund Steinmeyer's
death, every disbursement, every return, every administrative f*e."

He looked around the room pleasantly. "I'll wait."

Nobody moved.

What happened next happened quickly.

Adeline turned to Feby with the expression of a woman abandoning a strategy and reaching for a
different one.

"Febyella. I understand you're in a difficult position. You're newly engaged, you have a man who
clearly cares very much about your financial interests — " her eyes moved to Alex with a meaning
she didn't bother to disguise - "and I understand why that might feel supportive. But this man has
been in your life for three days. Three days, Febyella. And he is sitting in our family home telling
us that we have stolen from you. Can you believe it?"

Feby said, "I didn't say that."

"He did. On your behalf." Adeline's voice softened further, which made it harder.



"Sweetheart, I have to ask. Do you know anything about this man? Do you know where he actually
came from? Do you know what he wants?" A pause, precisely placed.

"Because from where I sit, this rude man who appears in your life the same week as the quarterly
meeting — is not a fiancé. He's a problem. He wants your money."

Rael added, gently: "Febyella, we're not saying you did anything wrong. We're saying you may
have been taken advantage of. The kindest thing we can do is ask him to leave so we can speak
privately."

Leon, from his chair, looked at Alex with the expression of someone who expected him to stand up.
Alex did not stand up.

He looked at Feby.

Feby looked back at him. The bruise on her jaw from two nights ago had yellowed at the edges. She
had the expression of someone who had been in this room before,

in different versions of this conversation, for four years, and had always left with nothing.
She turned to her mother.
"He's my fiancé," she said. "He stays."

Adeline's face did something complicated. "Febyella -

"He stays," Feby said again. Her voice had the quality of something that had been heated and
cooled into a new shape.

Grandmother Marta looked at Alex for a long moment. Something had shifted in her expression —
not retreat, not yet, but the specific recalibration of someone who has realized the terrain is
different from the map.

"Mr. Leonhart," she said finally. "Let us speak plainly."
"Please," Alex said.

"The estate is complex. There are genuine entanglements that the documents alone don't reflect.
We are not thieves. We are a family managing a difficult situation that we did not choose."

She folded her hands. "What we are proposing — the certification requirement — is not a
punishment. It is a protection. Febyella would be managing a very large sum of money. She would
be a target. The certification provides her with the institutional standing to defend herself."



"From whom?" Alex asked.
A pause. "From people who might want to take advantage of her."
"People like you or people like me," Alex asked.

Marta's eyes flashed with anger as she jabbed a finger at him. "Of course it's people like you! We're
his family—the last people she should ever have to worry about!"

"That's what you mean," he said, without heat. "You're worried that if Feby gets access to her
inheritance, a man you don't know will have access to a woman with a very large sum of money.
That's the concern."

Another pause. Then, carefully: "It is one of the concerns."

Alex nodded. He sat back. He looked at the ceiling for a moment, as if doing arithmetic.

Then: "Here's my position. I don't want Feby's money. I have my own." He said it the way he might
say the weather was clear — a statement of fact, requiring no emphasis.

"What I want is for Feby to have what her father left her, on the timeline the law specifies, with a
full accounting of every coin managed on her behalf in the intervening four years."

He looked at Marta. "If the accounting is clean, there's nothing to fear from it. If it isn't, that's a
different conversation — one that happens in a courtroom, not a sitting room."

The word courtroom landed in the room the way he had intended it to.

Rael and Adeline exchanged a look that lasted approximately half a second. Alex catalogued it.
Grandmother Marta was quiet for a long moment.

Then she said: "The certification requirement stands."

Alex had expected this. The accounting threat had rattled them but not broken them. They needed
time to move money, to clean records, to prepare for whatever a courtroom might find. The

certification condition bought them that time.

"One condition," Marta continued. "Febyella achieves Level Three Magician certification, and the
full inheritance transfers within thirty days of that achievement.

No further delay, no further review." She looked at Feby directly. "You have my word."
Feby was quiet.
Alex stood in the middle of the room, his jaw tight. Relief sat openly on Rael's face and Adeline's.

They thought this was already over. Leon watched him with the quiet attention af someone who
had changed their mind about a person and still wasn't sure what the new versién meant.



Alex turned back to the others. "Do you think we're stupid?”

His voice was flat, but the anger underneath it was sharp enough to cut. "There's nothing in the
will that says she has to reach level three You added that It's not real. So fine. We'll see each other
in court Let's find out what a judge thinks about conditions that were never there."

He looked at Febyella. The fight had already drained most of the color from her face, but she was
still standing. “We're done here,” he said, softer now. "They can explain the rest to the court."

"Wait." Marta's voice came fast, almost panicked. She knew Alex was right. It showed in the way
her fingers dug into her own arms. "We're saying this for Febyella's sake. She needs to be
protected."

Alex let out a short, ugly sound. "Protected?" He took one step closer. "If protection is what you
actually care about, she can take the mone and hire twenty bodyguards tomorrow. She could hire
five level three magicians to stang outside her door every night. Don't stand there and lie to her
face. You just don't want her to have what's hers. We'll let the court decide."

Adeline tried again, her voice careful. "We really are worried about her safety."

Alex's eyes moved to her. “No, you're not. You're worried she'll finally get the money

her father left her. Stop pretending. Give her what belongs to her before the court

makes you."

Marta stared at him. The hatred in her eyes was no longer hidden. This was supposed to be easy.
Febyella had always been easy. But something had changed, and Marta could feel it slipping.

"As her family and guardian," Leon said, voice tight, "I won't release the money unless she proves
she can handle it. If she won't become a level-three magician, then she needs a real job. Something
that shows she's responsible.”

Febyella answered before anyone could stop her. "I have a job." The words came out quick, almost
desperate. Her hands were shaking at her sides.

Rael laughed once, short and mean. "You call serving coffee a job? That proves exactly why you
shouldn't touch that money. You'd spend it in a year and have nothing left. You're not ready."

Leon's mind caught on something then — the one thing that might actually work. The one place
Rael had tried and failed to enter for years.

"Do you know the Reagent Group?" he asked.

Febyella nodded slowly. "They make magic equipment. Everyone knows them. They're the biggest
company in the state."

Leon's smile was thin. "Then that's the condition. You get a manager position there. Prove you can
actually manage something. Do that, and we'll release the inheritance your father left you."



The color drained from Febyella's face so fast Alex thought she might fall. “But... getting a manager
position at Reagent is harder than becoming a level-three magician. There are thousands of people
fighting for every opening." "That's the only way we'll know you're truly ready," Marta said.
Febyella looked like the words had physically hit her. Alex moved without thinking, stepping in
front of her, his back to the others.

"Put it in writing," he said. His voice was low now, dangerous. "The second Febyella becomes a
manager at Reagent Group, you hand over the inheritance. No more conditions. No more games.
Sign it."

For a moment the room was quiet.
Then the laughter started.

Rael laughed the loudest, wiping at his eyes. "Febyella? A manager at Reagent Group? She was
never the smartest person in any room she's ever been in. Everyone knows that. The idea of her
running anything there is actually funny."

Leon was still laughing when he answered. “Sure. We'll sign it. If she somehow manages to become
a manager there."

The sound of their laughter filled the room, cruel and certain.

Alex didn't move. He could feel Febyella behind him, small and shaking, trying not to
cry.

He kept his eyes on Marta.

"Write it up," he said. "Because she's going to do it. And all of you will sign it."
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Feby leaned in until her shoulder nearly touched his. Her voice came out thinner than she wanted
it to.

"Do I sign this?"

Alex didn't look at the paper. He looked at her, and something in the steadiness of it made her
breath catch-like he'd already read the whole document and half her life besides.

"Which one gets you there faster?" he asked quietly. "Reaching magician level three, or landing a
manager's position at the Regent Group?"



She almost laughed. Level three. As if the words alone didn't sting.

She'd spent years pressing her palm to testing stones that stayed dark, years watching other
students light them up like sunrise while hers gave back nothing but her own reflection.

Talent wasn't something you could bribe, borrow, or earn. You either had it or you spent your
whole life pretending the ache of not having it didn't exist.

"The manager position," she said. "Of course."

Alex tilted his head closer, and his whisper dropped so low it was almost just breath. "Then here's
a thought. Can we bribe the Regent Group manager to take you on — even for a month? We pay
them. That's all we'd need. One month inside."

Feby raised her eyes to him slowly.
Bribe them. Just like that.

Simple, cold, obvious - the kind of idea that should have occurred to her and hadn't, because she'd
been too busy drowning to think about swimming.

This man was smart. Smarter than a stranger with no name and no past had any right to be, and
the question of who he actually was pressed against the back of her thoughts like a bruise she kept

forgetting not to touch.

She exhaled. "Fine. I'll sign it."

She reached out and took the paper from Marta's hand. The page felt heavier than paper should.
Alex reached for it. "Let me read it for you first."
But Rael's hand snapped out and tore the document away before Alex's fingers could close on it.

"This is not for anyone outside the family," Rael said, holding it against his chest like something
precious. "Don't touch it."

Something hot and immediate rose in Alex's chest — the urge to put the back of his hand across
that smug face and watch it change shape.

His fingers curled once at his side. Then he let it go, because it wasn't the right move. Not here.
Not yet.

Instead he turned to Feby, and he didn't whisper this time. He spoke clearly, evenly, loud enough
for every person in that room to hear each word land.

"Read it carefully before you sign," he said. "They are not honest people."



The silence afterward had teeth.

Marta's face went red. Rael's went redder. Even the cousins by the door flushed and looked away,
and not one of them — not one — opened their mouth to deny it.

Feby heard the silence. She heard it, and some small animal part of her understood exactly what it
meant. But they were family.

That word had been stitched into her since before she could walk, and habits stitched that deep
don't tear in a single afternoon. She picked up the pen. Her hand didn't shake, which surprised her.

She signed.

Then Marta smiled, folded the paper away, and said, "You have thirty days. Only thirty."
The floor seemed to shift under Feby's feet.

Thirty days. No one had said anything about a time limit. Not once, not in any conversation, not in
any of the terms they'd laid out at this table. How does a deadline simply appear after the ink is
already dry? Her mouth opened. Nothing useful came out of it.

Rael was laughing. Actually laughing, warm and easy, like they were sharing a joke instead of a
knife.

"Next time," he said, "read the small print."

And Feby stood there with her own signature drying on their paper and understood, fully and
finally, the shape of what had just happened.

She'd been lied to. By her own blood, in her own presence, with a stranger standing beside her who
had warned her out loud and been proven right in under a minute.

She didn't cry. She wanted that on the record, somewhere, for someone. She didn't cry.

Thirty days. That was what the document said, and Marta Rydell made sure to say it twice more
before they left the house — slowly, clearly — so no one could later claim they hadn't understood
the terms.

Feby didn't sleep well that first night. She lay staring at the ceiling and counting, and the numbers
kept coming up short no matter how she arranged them.

The next morning, Alex noticed, the way he noticed most things - the shadows under her eyes at
breakfast, the way she stirred her tea long after the sugar had dissolved.

He said nothing about it directly. Some kindnesses work better silent.



Without warning, a small bird darted through the open window, dropped a polished tile onto the
table with a soft clack, and vanished as quickly as it had appeared. \

Alex jolted in surprise, but Febyella merely chuckled.

"A bird post," she said, as if it were

the most normal thing in the world. She picked up the small packet opened it and held the tile out
him. "This is your identity tile. Your name is already printed inside."

She set her own tile down beside his. A glowing number immediately materialized—

$20—and smoothly transferred from her tile to his.

"You'll need that money," she added quietly.

Alex looked at the tile a moment longer before sliding it into his pocket. "I'm borrowing it," he
said. "I'll pay you back tonight. I'm heading out.”

"Where are you going?" Febyella asked, tilting her head.

"I'm a man. I need to find real work," he answered. "I heard they're hiring to load crates at the
tram depot on Ashford Row. Daily pay for manual labor.”

"It's very hard work," she said softly.

"That kind of job suits me. I'll handle it. Even if it's hard." Alex gave a small nod and walked out
the door.

None of it was true.

The real truth sat lightly against his finger: the spatial ring. Within its silent, folded dimension
rested the accumulated wealth of a king — sovereign of three countries.

Rookwood Row smelled like rust and old rain. The pawnshop sat wedged between a shuttered
butcher and a laundry, its windows so caked with grime that the merchandise behind them was
just shapes in fog.

No name above the door. No prices in the window. Perfect.
A bell coughed rather than rang when Alex stepped inside.

The broker was a small man with quick eyes, the kind that measured a customer's shoes before his
face. He didn't stand. He just watched Alex cross the floor, and Alex could feel himself being priced
with every step.

Alex set the necklace on the counter.



The broker's fingers went still. Just for a breath - half a breath - before the performance began. He
picked it up, turned it under the lamp, and sighed like the metal had personally disappointed him.

"Hm." The broker squinted through a
Pet

loupe. "Plating's tired. Clasp's foreign. Hard to move a piece like this." He set the necklace down
with the tenderness of a man handling garbage Honestly friend call it fake. Three hundred. And
that's me being generous."

Alex said nothing. He looked at the necklace. Then at the man. Then, slowly, at the lamp between
them — a fine brass thing, old, well-kept, the only honest object in the

room.

"Fake," Alex said. "Funny. I watched you know exactly what it's worth. Your hands stopped moving
before your mouth started."

The broker smiled the smile of a man who had won this game a thousand times,

and leaned back in his chair like the conversation was already over.

"Friend, in this neighborhood, a thing is worth what I say it's worth. That's a fake-worse, it's
stolen, lifted off some showcase by a man to new in this city to know how it works." His voice
dropped, warm and reasonable, the way a knife slides in warm and reasonable.

"So here's how it goes. I buy it at my price, and you thank me for the favor. Because

if you don't let me buy it..." He spread his hands, almost apologetic. "You'll never

step out of this shop at all."
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Alex's hand crossed the counter.

The slap wasn't hard. That was the frightening part- the economy of it, one crisp crack of palm
against cheek and then Alex's hand was simply back at his side, relaxed, as if it had never moved.

The loupe clattered to the floor. Somewhere in the back room, something stopped rustling and
listened.



The broker touched his own face like he was checking it was still attached. Then his shock caught
fire.

"You dare — you dare hit me?" He shot up from his chair, knocking it over, and his voice cracked
into a roar. "Guards! Guards, throw this man out!"

The back room emptied.
Five of them came through the curtain - big men, the kind bought by the pound, shoulders filling
the doorway one after another. Iron bars in their fists. Faces arranged to make ordinary people

apologize for existing. They spread across the shop floor with the lazy confidence of men who had
done this before and never once lost.

Alex exhaled through his nose. Almost a sigh.
Then he moved.
If the broker was asked later to describe it, he wouldn't be able to.

There was a blur, and a sound — five sounds, actually, crisp and quick as a deck of cards being cut.
Crack, crack, crack, crack, crack.

By the time the broker's eyes caught up, the room had rearranged itself: five large men on the
floor, cheeks blooming red, weapons scattered like dropped cutlery. Not one of them had finished
raising an arm.

The shop went very, very quiet. One of the guards groaned, thought better of it, and pretended to
be unconscious.

"Do good business," Alex said. His voice hadn't risen. It hadn't needed to.

The broker looked at his five men on the floor. Then at the necklace. Then at the man in front of
him, and something in his brain finally performed the correct arithmetic.

"Let me..." He righted his chair with hands that wouldn't quite steady. "Let me look at it again.
Under better light."

The broker picked up the necklace again. This time his hands told the truth.
He turned it under the lamp slowly, reverently, the loupe trembling just slightly against his eye.
"0Old work," he murmured, and it came out like a confession. "Very old. This clasp - I haven't seen

this kind of clasp since..." He trailed off, licked his lips, and wrote a number on a slip of paper.

He slid it across the counter face-down, the way men fold when the cards have already beaten
them.



Alex glanced at it. Nodded once.

The broker let out a breath he'd been holding since the guards hit the floor.

Then Alex reached into his coat and set a ring on the counter.

The broker stared at it. Looked up at Alex. Looked back down. Picked it up with two fingers,
weighed it, and this time there was no sighing, no squinting, no theater — just the scratch of his

pen and another number, higher, written quickly, like getting it right the first time might keep his
remaining teeth where they were.

Alex reached into his coat again.

A second ring. A third. By the fourth, the broker had stopped looking up between appraisals; his
pen just hovered, waiting, and behind his eyes a war was visibly being lost the merchant in him
screaming that things this old, this heavy, shouldn't come out of one man's pocket like loose

change, and the survivor in him drowning that voice with both hands.

On the floor by the curtain, one of the guards cracked an eye open, saw the fifth ring land on the
counter, and closed it again.

"Give me your tile," the broker demanded.

Without a word, Alex set his tile on the counter. The broker touched it with his own, and twenty
thousand moved between the two tiles in an instant. He shoved the tile back across the counter, his
eyes flicking nervously toward the door.

"A pleasure doing... honest business," he muttered.
"See," Alex said, folding the bills flat against his chest. "That wasn't hard."

The bell jingled harshly as the door spat Alex back onto the street. Through the dirty glass, the
broker remained seated, motionless, his eyes fixed on the spot where the young man had been long
after he disappeared into the crowd.

Only then did he turn his gaze downward to the five battered men scattered across the floor.

"All of you useless idiots!" he snarled. "Why the hell did I even pay you? Just so you could get
punched around like amateurs?"

The library took Alex's breath in a way the money hadn't.

It rose from the city center like a cathedral built to a different god five floors of galleries stacked
around a centrat well of light, and

aTOM



every wall, every level, every visible surface lined with books.

Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. He stood in the entrance a moment longer
than a normal man would, his eyes climbing shelf after shelf toward the glass
ceiling.

Where he came from, a room with a hundred books made a man a king.
"Membership?" the clerk asked, bored.

Alex put his tile down. "Everything above the basic tier. Whatever lets me stay longest and take the
most."

The clerk raised an eyebrow at the tile, stamped a premium card, and started writing out his name.
By the time she looked up to hand him the card, he was already three deep into the science section,

one book open in his hand and a second wedged under his arm.

He read standing up, at first. Then at a table, the books accumulating around him in leaning stacks
- engineering, city history,cial law, energy theory - a page every few breaths, his finger tracking
down each sheet like it owed him something. Morning slid into noon.

The seats around him filled and emptied and filled again. A bell rang somewhere for lunch and he
turned a page. A librarian came by twice to reshelve his discards and finally just left the cart next

to him.

That evening, Alex returned home and quietly took out Febyella's tile. Without a word, he
transferred two hundred dollars into it.

Febyella stared at the glowing number. She simply stared, the silence stretching between them
until it carried its own weight.

"You don't have to do this," she said.
"I know."

"You're already—" She stopped. Her throat did something complicated. She started again. "You
don't owe me anything for the room."

"I'm aware of what I owe and don't owe," Alex said. "This isn't about a debt. I don't
like living somewhere without contributing to it."
She accept the money. Two hundred dollars.

She was going to need every coin of it and more, because thirty days meant she



had to get inside the Regent Group now, and getting inside meant applications, or connections, or
bribes.

Probably bribes. The word didn't even taste strange anymore. Funny, what a single signature could
do to a person's vocabulary.

"Where did you say you were working?" she asked.
"Ashford Row. Crates."

"Is it hard?"

"I've done worse."

*k*

He left for the library before she woke the next morning.

By midday he had the shape of it. The Regent Group had built its fortune on products — and the
crown jewel of those products was the energy-generating tile. One small slab that could power a
car, an electric machine, a household, anything you bolted it to. The city ran on Regent tiles the
way a body runs on blood.

And Alex had already bought one of their latest models. Had already taken it apart, piece by piece,
and put it back together twice.

Now, sitting at a long library table with schematics spreading across the pages of his notebook, he
understood something the Regent Group did not yet know about their own masterpiece.

He could make it better.

Not slightly better. Better in a way that would make their engineers sit down and stay
down.

Alex closed the notebook and let himself smile, just barely.

This would be his ticket into the Regent Group.
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The apartment had a rhythm now, and Feby was ashamed of how quickly she'd learned it by heart.



Alex left before she woke. He came home after dark. And every night he set two hundred dollars on
the counter-sometimes three-peeled off whatever the day had paid him, without being asked, the
way another man might take off his shoes at the door.

Like it was nothing. Like it didn't cost him twelve hours of his body to earn it.

She'd stopped arguing around the fourth night. There was a certain kind of stubbornness that
wasn't worth fighting, and his was cut from the same stone as her father's had been.

Or so she imagined. She'd never known her father well enough to be sure, and that small hollow
ache surfaced at the strangest times - like now, watching money she hadn't asked for sit quietly on
a counter that wasn't really hers.

She was at the little table doing what she'd done every night for a week - filling out another
application, this one for an assistant coordinator role two rungs below anything the Rydell

document would accept — when the knock came.

Late. Three sharp raps, evenly spaced. Knuckles that had never once knocked and waited to be
wanted.

She opened the door to her cousin's smile, which was somehow worse than her cousin's scowl.
"Wilhelmina." Feby said it flat. Not a greeting. A weather report.

"Feby." Wilhelmina swept past her without waiting to be asked, taking the apartment in one slow,
unhurried circuit - the narrow kitchen, the single window, the mattress just visible through the
half-open bedroom door - with the specific thoroughness of a woman pricing a property she had no

intention of buying. "So this is it. I'd heard, but I didn't quite "

She let the sentence die there, and the dying did more work than finishing it would have. Her face
finished it anyway.

Every downward flick of her eyes said it plainly: you actually live in this cheap little place.

Behind her came a man Feby didn't recognize. Tall, dressed in a gray that never seemed to wrinkle,
smiling before anyone had introduced him.

And behind him, Leon, hands in his pockets, already looking around the room like he was
cataloguing it for later use.

"My fiancé," Wilhelmina said, without turning. "Julian Thorne. Julian - my cousin. The one I told
you about."

"The one you told him about." Feby kept her voice level. It took effort. "Wonderful."



Julian took her hand before she'd offered it, held it one beat longer than any greeting required, and
said, "Wilhelmina undersells you," in a tone that made the compliment feel like something she'd
need to wash off.

Feby took her hand back.

Alex stood at the counter, sleeves still pushed up from the day, a line of dust along his forearm he
hadn't gotten to yet. He said nothing.

He watched the three of them arrange themselves in the small room the way a man watches
weather — not alarmed. Just noting which direction it was moving.

Leon noticed him last, which was its own kind of insult. "Alex." He said the name like he was
trying it on for size. "Still jobless?"

"He has a job," Feby said, faster than she meant to.

"What job?" Leon's mouth curled. "Hauling freight at the port? That's not work, cousin. That's
what you do with an animal."

"Every honest job is a good job." The words came out of her hot, and she heard it, and she didn't
care.

But Leon had already turned back to his real entertainment. "Long day?" he asked Alex, pleasant as
poison.

"Long enough," Alex said.

"You smell like it." Wilhelmina offered this brightly, the way she might mention rain coming, and
didn't wait for a reaction. She turned back to Feby. "We were in the neighborhood. Julian wanted
to see where you'd ended up."

"I didn't end up anywhere. This is where I live."

"Of course." Wilhelmina's eyes made one more slow lap of the apartment and landed, deliberately,
on Alex. "It suits you both. Small. Like a cage for an animal."

Something in Feby's chest went very still and very hot at the same time. Not for herself — she'd
been swallowing her cousin's contempt for years, it barely had a taste anymore.

For him. For the man who'd worked twelve hours and come home and put money on the counter
and asked for nothing.

She opened her mouth. Then she caught the look on Alex's face - calm, almost bored and closed it
again.



He didn't need defending. She was starting to suspect he never had.

Leon cleared his throat, that old maneuver he'd always used to steer a room back where he wanted
it. "Actually, cousin, we came with something useful. You remember Wendell Ashcombe."

"I remember the name."
"Good family. Old money — the real kind, the kind that doesn't have to explain itself." He said it
easily, like the mention alone was a gift. "He's asked about you. More than once. I told him about

your situation."

His eyes flicked to Alex, then away, as if the word situation covered him too. "A man like that could
solve a great deal, Feby. Quietly. No thirty-day nonsense. No manager's chair you'll never actually
land."

"I didn't ask for a man like that to solve anything."

"No," Leon agreed, pleasant as ever. "But you might want to start thinking like a rich man's wife.
His door is always open for you."

Feby opened her mouth to answer and found Julian already at her elbow - somehow, without her
having tracked the two steps it took him to cross the room.

He'd angled his back to Wilhelmina, who had drifted to the window and was loudly inspecting the
kitchen shelf, announcing to no one in particular that she wouldn't survive a single night in a place
like this.

"For what it's worth," Julian said, low, meant only for her, "Leon's overselling Ashcombe. And
underselling the actual problem."

He smiled like this was a kindness. "Your inheritance isn't a thirty-day problem. It's a four-year
problem, and you've been fighting it alone. I have connections your family doesn't. Real ones. I
could help you win this properly — not some manager's chair you have to beg for. The whole

estate. Cleanly. The way it should have gone to you in the first place."

His eyes held hers a moment too long. "All I'd need is a little more time with you. To get to know
the situation properly."

The words slid over her skin like a hand she hadn't invited.
"You're engaged to my cousin."

"That's not really an answer to what I offered."

"It's the only one you're getting."

Something in his smile thinned. Just slightly — and there it was, the first honest expression he'd
shown since walking in. "You might want to think it over before you're too proud to change your
mind."



"I've thought it over." Feby stepped back, putting the width of the small room between them,
which wasn't much.

But it was hers. "The answer's still no. To both of you."

She looked past him to Leon. "Tell Mr. Ashcombe I'm not interested."

Then, a glance at Wilhelmina, still at the window, apparently absorbed in the street below. "And
tell your sister that if she wants to know what her fiancé does when she's not in the room, she
should stand a little closer."

The silence that followed had a shape to it. Edges.

Wilhelmina turned from the window slowly. "What does that mean."

"Ask him," Feby said.

Julian's charm didn't fall away so much as recalibrate, mid-motion, into something flatter. "She's
upset, that's all this is. Wilhelmina, I was only being polite about her situation-"

"Don't worry, I know exactly what she is." Wilhelmina looked at Feby for a long moment,
something unreadable moving behind her eyes — not doubt, Feby noticed. Not even surprise.

"She's never once been grateful to the people trying to help her. Not to my parents. Not to this
family. Not once."

She lifted her chin. "I'm telling you, cousin — whatever Julian offers you, take it. He comes from
real money. The kind you'll never see again."

"You're unbelievable, Wilhelmina." Feby's voice didn't rise. It dropped, which was worse. "See
yourself out. None of you are welcome here."

"This animal cage isn't a home." Wilhelmina laughed, and her eyes fell on the table. "And look at
you - still filling out little applications. Sweetheart. No one is going to hire you."

Her hand moved once, almost lazy, and swept every page off the table.
The papers scattered across the floor.

A week of nights. A week of hoping in careful block letters, lying on the boards of a rented room
while her cousin smiled down at them. Feby's breath stopped somewhere behind her ribs and
stayed there.

Leon looked between the three of them like a man recalculating an equation that

had just changed shape. "This was supposed to be a friendly visit. A family visit."

"It stopped being one about a minute after you walked in."



It was the first thing Alex had said in a long while, and every head in the room turned
toward him at once. He hadn't moved from the counter. He didn't need to.

"You can see yourselves out. Before I have to move three of you out."

Nobody argued.

Wilhelmina went first, spine straight, heels loud. Julian followed a step behind her with the
particular haste of a man recalculating his evening.

Leon lingered in the doorway half a second longer, glanced at Alex, then at Feby,
and seemed to weigh whatever he'd meant to say against the man still standing at the counter.

He said it anyway, from the safety of the hall. "You're throwing away the chance of a lifetime,
cousin. A rich life. A happy one. For this jobless man."

The door clicked shut behind him.

Feby stood very still in the middle of her own apartment, listening to three sets of
footsteps recede down the stairs, waiting for her heartbeat to remember its ordinary
speed.

Then she knelt and started gathering the pages.

"You didn't have to do that," she said finally, not looking up. "I could have thrown
them out myself."

"You did throw them out." Alex

crossed the room, picked up the application she'd been working smoothed it once, and set it back
on

the table exactly where he'd found it.

"I just closed the door after you."

She almost smiled. It surprised her, how close it came — right there, in the
wreckage of an evening that had gone as badly as evenings go.

"They'll come back," she said. "One of them, at least. People like that don't stop asking just because
you say no once."



"I know." He said it without any particular weight, the way he might agree it would probably rain
later. "Then you do the same thing you did tonight. You follow what your heart already knows."

She looked at him for a moment
the dust still on his sleeve, the exhaustion he wore as plainly as the

borrowed shirt, and underneath all of it that stillness nothing tonight had managed to touch and
she did not ask the question rising in her throat, the one she'd been swallowing for weeks now.

Where does a man learn to stand like that?

She filed it away instead, the way she'd learned to file away most things about him,
and went back to her application.

Across the room, his tile lit up. He read the message once, face unchanged.
Tomorrow, come to the Knight office. We have the identity of five who attacked you

— and the one who paid them to do it.
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The knight behind the desk wasn't Walsh. She didn't offer a first name, and she carried the
particular briskness of someone who had decided how this conversation would end before Feby and
Alex ever sat down.

"Inspector Thackeray," she said, by way of introduction. For half a second her eyes caught on
Feby's face and something flickered there-recognition, maybe, or the memory of it — before she
smoothed it back into procedure.

If Feby noticed, she didn't have room for it. She was watching the thin folder the inspector had slid
halfway across the counter — and then, after a moment's reconsideration, slid back.

"We appreciate you both coming in," Thackeray said. "The inquiry's closed."
Feby's hand stopped in the air, halfway to the folder. "Closed."

"Reviewed and closed. No suspects worth holding." The inspector didn't quite meet her eyes when
she said it.



"The men involved weren't organized. Weren't working for anyone we could substantiate. It
happens more than you'd think, Miss Steinmeyer. A woman alone, that hour, that part of the city -
men like that don't need much of a reason. It isn't information. It's a Tuesday."

A Tuesday. As if what happened to her had been weather.

"The message said you had a name," Feby said. "The one who paid them." "The message was
premature. All you need to know is that this case is closed." "No." The word came out low, cracking
like ice under weight. Then everything underneath it gave way. "You can't just close it. There's a
name — they told us there was a name. You're protecting someone. Tell me who paid them."

Alex reached for her arm. "Feby-"

She was already on her feet. "Inspector Thackeray, look me in the eye and say that again. You think
I'm just going to walk away? After what they did — after what they tried to do to me? Open the

damn folder!"

Heads turned across the lobby. A uniformed sergeant at the front desk straightened. "Miss, you
need to calm down-"

"I will not calm down!" Her voice sharpened into a yell that rang off the tile walls. "This wasn't
some random Tuesday mugging. Someone sent those animals after me, and you're burying it.

Who's paying you to bury it?"

The sergeant moved fast. Two more officers came out of the side hallway, and the broad-
shouldered one stepped directly into Feby's space.

"Ma'am, you're done here. Time to leave."

"Don't touch me!" she snapped. "I have rights—"

The second officer took her upper arm, firm and professional. "Out. Now."

Something in her tore loose. "Get your hands off me! This is corruption — you're all covering for "

Alex was already moving. He wrapped one arm around her waist from behind and pinned her
flailing arm against her side, as gently as decisive would allow.

"Feby. Stop."

She fought him anyway, thrashing hard enough that her elbow found his ribs. "Let go, Alex! They
can't do this! I won't let them bury it like it was nothing!"

He took the elbow without a sound and kept walking. Half-dragged, half-carried her toward the
exit, her heels scraping across the floor, her voice still going over his shoulder.



"You hear me? This isn't over! I'll find out who it was myself, and when I do—"

The heavy doors shut behind them with a final thud.

She was still straining against his arms, breathing hard, her whole body shaking with
a fury that had nowhere left to go.

He didn't loosen his hold until they were half a block down, until the fight in her burned down to a
furious, trembling silence.

She couldn't accept it. He could feel that in her shoulders — the refusal still running under her skin
like current.

"They're not going to look," she said finally.

HNO'H

He glanced back once at the station's windows-ordinary, sun-bright, giving nothing away. He
didn't say the rest of it out loud. A case didn't close that fast, that clean, unless someone with real
reach inside the Knights had wanted it closed.

She'd had enough taken from her today. She didn't need his suspicions stacked on top of it.

"I have somewhere to be," he said.

"Where."

"Work." Which was not, strictly, a lie. It only undersold the truth by several orders of magnitude.

The receptionist at the Reagent Group's ground-floor desk had watched every kind of man try to
talk his way past her, and for the first four seconds Alex registered as one more of them.

"Ms. Hargrove doesn't take unscheduled "

He set the box on the counter.

Small. Unmarked. Ebony wood inlaid with thin silver runes that seemed to shift whenever the light
hit them at the wrong angle. She opened it — professional courtesy required at least a glance
before a refusal — and went very still.

On black velvet lay a necklace that belonged in a vault, not a waiting room. The pendant was a

flawless starfire opal the size of a raven's egg, veined with living threads of liquid gold and
midnight blue that moved like captured starlight.



The chain was woven from impossibly fine mithril and blackened silver, every link etched with
microscopic protective sigils from a lost imperial era.

Tiny diamonds, cut in the old empire style, circled the pendant like orbiting moons, pulsing with a
faint inner light no jeweler in the city could replicate.

Six years at this desk had taught her what true House treasure looked like when it was trying not
to scream its own value. Her fingers hovered above the box. She didn't quite dare to touch it.

"Ten minutes with the chairwoman," Alex said quietly. "Tell her I have a new product, and I need
ten minutes to see if she's interested in a partnership. Whether she says yes or no, the necklace is
hers. This isn't a courtship, and it isn't a donation. It's business - worth her time specifically. No
one else's."

She finally looked up at him, and for one heartbeat the professional mask cracked into open awe.

She glanced at the box. Back at him. Protocol on one side of the scale; the undeniable weight of
what lay on that velvet on the other.

Her body decided before she did. She reached for the receiver.
"...I'll see whatI can do."

Beatrix Hargrove had built the Reagent Group out of one patented design inherited from her
parents and twenty-two years of never trusting anyone as much as they wanted her to.

Young, beautiful, and cold in a way that read less like temperament and more like armor, she met
Alex with the controlled stillness of a woman who had long since stopped being surprised by what
walked into her office uninvited.

"You have wonderful taste in gifts," she said, not sitting. "Ten minutes. Tell me what product you
have."

Alex set three items on her desk, one at a time, letting each do its own work before he added the
next.

The first was a standard Reagent core tile — the same model currently powering half the trams,
streetlamps, and private estates in New Avalon. Bought retail. Housing opened cleanly and
resealed.

"Your design," he said.

The second tile carried the engraved crest of the Ferrowgate Combine. Beatrix's expression
darkened the instant she saw it.

"This is what Ferrowgate has been quietly deploying for the last two years," Alex went on. "Same
core

formula, noticeably improved. Anet



magician channels one unit of faw mana in, and it returns

alyfour

Better storage, smoother conversion, far less waste. Next to

this, your original looks like an

outdated, second-rate product."

Her fingers curled against the edge of the desk. She said nothing. The silence did
the admitting for her.

Then he set down the third tile. Smaller. Sleeker. Matte obsidian, etched with elegant arcane script
that glowed softly and seemed to shift and realign as mana

pulsed through the room.

"And this," he said, "is mine."

She picked it up. The moment her fingers touched the surface, she felt the
difference — a warm, living hum, refined power sitting quiet in her palm like a held
breath.

"Channel one e unit in," Alex said, "and

it returns five to six. It doesn't just store energy like a battery. It refines and amplifies - reservoir
and generator at the same time.

Near zero mana bleed. Almoel.n&t
ro

resonance drift. Stable output even after thousands of cycles? This single tile can power everything
from a personal ward to a city tram more efficiently than anything currently on the market."

He met her eyes.
"I'm offering Reagent Group the prototype and full production rights. Stamp your

logo on it. Sell it as your own breakthrough. Fifty percent of all profits come to me — structured
however your lawyers prefer."

Beatrix studied him in silence.



"One more condition," he said, without pause. "One person supervises the project from my side.
Her name is Febyella Steinmeyer. She becomes head supervisor — real authority, not a courtesy
title. She'll only watch and learn. But she holds the real

chair."

Beatrix's gaze sharpened. "You're negotiating a partnership and attaching a hiring condition in the
same breath."

"She's my fiancée," Alex said evenly. "Working with the Reagent is her dream. That's why I'm here
instead of Ferrowgate. Don't you think it's convenient for a man to secure his woman's dream?"

His voice stayed level. "But she must never know I had anything to do with it."
Beatrix studied him for a long moment. "A romantic man, huh?"

Plain clothes. No House signet. A calm that hadn't wavered since he stepped
through the door. She glanced back down at the glowing tile in her palm and ran the
numbers the same cold arithmetic that had built her empire.

Her best engineers had spent ten

years and devoured millions in salary,

Pne

and not one of them had come within sight of this. Now a stranger was handing her the e rights on
a plate. A smart woman knew a golden goose when it landed on her

desk and she needed this man on her good side, preferably before anyone else learned he existed.
She set the tile down and met his eyes directly.

"Why don't we start signing now?" She was not going to miss the chance to knock

Ferrowgate's product out of the market. She reached for the intercom without

hesitation.

"Send legal up. Immediately."

The woman looked at Alex for a long moment. "I'll keep the gift. A woman like me would normally
say no to something this beautiful."

Alex's voice stayed even. "That's the intent. A beautiful gift for a beautiful woman."



Across the city, in an apartment with a view of a street she'd stopped hoping would ever look
different, Feby filled in the last box of an assistant coordinator application - a job two rungs below
anything the Rydell name would have tolerated her taking.

She licked the envelope anyway.

She'd stopped waiting to find out whether something would work before doing the next thing in
front of her.
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The ink on the tile contract wasn't dry when the door didn't knock. It slammed.

"Beatrix." Cornelius Hargrove filled the doorway the way he filled every room he'd ever walked
into — loud first, right second, if at all. "Twenty minutes. I sat in that boardroom for twenty
minutes."

Beatrix didn't stand. "Uncle "
"Don't." He threw a folder onto her desk hard enough that it slid into the tile Alex had

set down an hour ago. His eyes found Alex, flicked once, and dismissed him completely. "And
you're in here with

whoever this is."
Nobody had ever looked at Alex like he was furniture. It was almost restful.

"Two years." Cornelius's voice cracked down the middle of the word, somewhere between fury and
something rawer underneath it.

"Two years watching Ferrowgate eat us alive, quarter by quarter, and every time I ask what the
plan is, I get told to trust you. I don't trust you. I trust numbers. And the numbers say this
company's a corpse that hasn't stopped twitching yet."

"We have something," Beatrix said. "A new line. It changes—"

"The same speech." Cornelius didn't even raise his voice for that one. "You gave it last year. And
the year before. I stopped writing it down."

Beatrix's jaw tightened. Just that. Nothing else moved.



"I'm selling," Cornelius said. "All of it. Ferrowgate's already named a price, and it's a good one,
because they'd love nothing more than to own a piece of the carcass they killed. Match it, or I sign
with them by Friday."

"You'd hand them a seat at this table."

"I'd hand them a company that's already theirs in every way that counts." He said it flat, a
diagnosis he'd already grieved. "Ten percent. Two hundred million. Buy it or lose it."

Beatrix didn't have two hundred million. Everyone in the room knew it. Including her. The
company did not have that money too.

"I'll buy it," Alex said shocking everyone on that place.

Cornelius laughed before he could stop himself— one short, ugly bark. "You?" His eyes dragged
over Alex again, slower this time. The plain clothes. No signet. A man who looked like he'd walked
here.

"Sweetheart, this one couldn't buy the chair he's sitting in."

Beatrix didn't correct him. She was watching Alex the way she'd watched the tile an hour ago -
waiting to see what happened next before she decided how much of it to believe.

"Two hundred million," Alex said. "I don't carry that in currency. I carry it in gold." The room went
very still.

"Gold." Cornelius said it like the word had walked in wearing someone else's face. "Five hundred
kilograms. Delivered today." Alex said it the way he said most things that mattered flat, unhurried,
nothing performed for the room.

While gold was an extremely rare and exorbitantly expensive treasure in the United States of
Magic, to Alex-the unrivaled Emperor of Xia-it held almost no special value. It was merely
currency, something used casually in buying and selling. Gold coins were so abundant that they
were sometimes dropped in the streets, yet the busy citizens rarely bothered to pick them up.

After all, he possessed an inexhaustible supply within his spatial storage ring.
Cornelius's mouth opened. Closed. Greed did the arithmetic faster than pride could stop it.
"Show me."

He placed a heavy box of gold in front of Cornelius. The moment the man opened it, his face went
pale with shock. It wasn't the spatial ring that surprised him—nearly every wealthy magician in the
United States of Magic owned one. What stunned him was the sheer quantity of gold Alex
possessed.



"This... this is fake, right?"
Alex shrugged casually. "You can have it appraised if you want."

An hour later, the vault scale displayed a number so large that two junior appraisers fell
completely silent. The legal team prepared the documents in just thirty minutes.

Cornelius signed them with desperate speed, like a man running from a fire of his own making. He
never asked who Alex truly was-men like him knew better than to question the one writing the
checks.

By the time the ink had dried, his sister-in-law had already caught wind of the gold.

The next hour brought Augusta Hargrove to the same office, asking the same question in a softer,
more careful tone.

Before the day ended, Alex repeated the scene twice more-once for a cousin, once for a nephew's
trust fund.

Each relative arrived carrying the same look of relief: people who had already accepted their ship
was sinking, now overjoyed to find someone willing to pay them handsomely to abandon it.

Alex gave them all the same warning: "I only accept offers today. Tomorrow I won't take it.
Besides, I don't have much gold left, so it's first come, first served."

They practically ran to him.
All of them.
Twelve hours. That was all it took.

Beatrix stood at her own window on the evening, a stack of freshly filed ownership transfers in her
hand, and did the arithmetic once more, slower, the way she liked to do it when the number
actually mattered.

Thirty percent. His.

Twenty-one. Hers.

She'd spent two years being the only Hargrove who still believed Reagent Group was worth saving.
She'd expected to win that argument eventually, or lose the company entirely.

Beatrix stared in disbelief. She had never expected her own family to sell their largest stake in the

company to some unknown mamet



who had walked in off the street. carrying a box of gold like it was ordinary jewelry.
And yet... this was the same man

who had created the new product

it

that could rescue the entire Reagent Group. She was certain that once hit the market, the share
price would explode-easily doubling, perhaps even more. In just a few short months, Alex would
become vastly wealthy.

He really knew how to make money.
Despite everything, she chose not to call her lawyers back in. A wiser woman would have.

She turned from the window and looked at him instead. Really looked, the way she should have
from the start.

"Congratulations," she said. "Chairman."

Alex didn't smile. He rarely did, when it counted.

"Keep it off the letterhead," he said. "Everywhere it matters, I don't exist."
Beatrix studied him for a moment longer.

"Understood," she said softly. "Chairman."

The legal documents were nearly finished. Alex gave a casual wave. "It's already late. I'll come
back in three days. If there are any issues with the new product line, can personally teach your
head technician how to produce it."

He pulled out a thick stack of documents containing the complete production method and handed
them over.

Beatrix smiled, but her gaze sharpened. "And about controlling the group...?" She was worried that
as the new majority shareholder, Alex would dominate everything and replace key people.

"I'm only an investor,” Alex said calmly. "I don't get involved in company politics. Run
it as you always have. I don't care who manages the daily operations."

Beatrix felt a strange sense of relief. Maybe selling to this stranger wasn't such a bad thing after
all. At least he seemed willing to let her keep her position.

Three Days Later



Three days later, when Alex returned to the Reagent Group building, Leon was there — standing at
the entrance like he owned the place.

"Hey, you!" Leon shouted mockingly as soon as he spotted him. "Did you come here looking for a
job, or are you just here collecting garbage? I suggest you leave before security kicks you out."
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Alex bought his clothes off a street rack because they let him move, and he had never once cared
what this city's money thought of that. He cared even less this morning, walking toward the Regent
building with his hands in his pockets.

He didn't make it past the parking lot.

"Well. Look who's slumming it at a real company." Leon Rydell pitched it to carry, and it did —
across the lot, off the glass, into every ear within fifty feet. He stood by the entrance with Julian
Thorne on one side and Wilhelmina on the other, three people dressed like they'd rehearsed
belonging somewhere they didn't.

"Leon." Alex kept walking. One word was already more than the man had earned.

"Careful." Julian's smile never touched anything below his mouth. "Last time we saw this one, he
had opinions about who gets to speak in rooms he wasn't invited to." He tipped his head toward
Wilhelmina. "This is the fiancé. The unemployed one."

"I remember," Wilhelmina said, the way you'd recall a stain on a carpet.

Heat crawled up the back of Alex's neck. Not for himself — he'd been called worse by better. For
Febyella, whose money kept all three of them fed while they sneered at the man she'd chosen.

"I have a job," he said. "Funny thing, though. The way I remember it, you three are the
unemployed ones. Living off my fiancée's money to keep your sorry lives running."

The words landed like a slap. Three faces, one shared flinch.

"Dock work isn't work." Wilhelmina recovered first. "It's animal work. We work here."

"Really." Alex raised an eyebrow and waited.

"We're here on job call" Leon lifted his chin like the sentence cost him something to produce. "Real
job. Julian's got a man inside personnel — Wallace Crane. Guaranteed management placement, no

résumé required, if you know how to grease the right hand." Pride crept into his voice, small and
ugly. "My father already paid. Both our seats are as good as signed."



"Be kind to us, and maybe we'll help you get a job here too." Wilhelmina smiled. "Something like
your old one. Animal work. Muscle."

Alex looked at her exactly as long as the sentence deserved.

"Good luck with that," he said — and meant it more than any of them would understand for the
next twenty minutes.

Then he walked past them, past the front hall where guests were made to wait, and straight
through the inner gate. The one reserved for employees and the kind of people who never need a
badge.

The sensors didn't so much as blink.

Wilhelmina's laugh died in her throat. She marched after him — and the barrier caught her like a
bouncer's arm. She stumbled back in front of a lobby full of watching eyes, heat flooding her face.
"Is the scanner broken? How did he get in?"

"Relax." Leon smoothed his jacket. "He probably lifts boxes here. Or mops. First thing we do once
we're hired - we get him fired."

"Good idea." Wilhelmina laughed again, steadier this time.
Twenty minutes. Nineteen, now.

Top floor of Regent Tower, Beatrix's office smelled like fresh toner and old money. She didn't offer
Alex a chair. He took one anyway.

"Terms, since we're making it official." He sat. "I don't come to this building again unless
something's actually broken. You run it. Every decision that matters is yours, and it looks like
yours - because it is. My name goes on the shareholder filing and nowhere else. Not the letterhead.
Not the press release. Not a birthday card."

"Understood." Beatrix didn't blink. "Announcements?"

"Two, when you are ready. First — ownership change. New chairman, name withheld by request.
You step down to vice chairman. CEO stays yours." He paused half a second, the only pause he
allowed himself all morning. "Second — Regent expands the tile grid across the entire city and
state. Every district and state, not just the profitable ones. Two hundred million in advertising
contracts, open to any firm in United State of Magic willing to bid. I'll provide the money. Don't
worry about that part."

Her eyebrow rose a fraction of an inch, which for Beatrix was a full sentence. "That's not a small
thing to bury under the first announcement."

"It's not supposed to stay buried." He didn't explain. Not yet.



"One more thing. Your compensation doubles, effective today. Not a gift — a correction. You ran
this company alone for two years while your own family tried to sell it out from under you, and
you never once let it show in a boardroom."

For the first time since he'd walked into her office four days ago, something in Beatrix's face
actually moved. She reached for her pen before it could move any further. "I'll have the statements
out in a few days."

"Is production giving the team any trouble?"

"None. Your formula sits right on top of our old product line - a few lines of the magic and
everything runs. You could take the academy's most prestigious award if you ever published it."

"I love money more," Alex said. "One last thing. Does Regent hire on skill — or on relationships and
cash up front? Because I met some people this morning who seem very sure it's the second one."

Beatrix sighed. "My uncle. He thought the company was sinking, so he squeezed money out of
everything he could touch. Including job seats. Him and his people."

"I want them fired. Today. Can you do that?"

"I've wanted to for a long time." Beatrix smiled, the first real one he'd seen on her. "Let's do it
now."

*k*

Thirty minutes later, two floors

down, Crane's office was empty. Not moved-out.empty. Abandoned empty. A coffee cup with a ring
of cold liquid in the bottom. A drawer hanging open, contents gone the specific kind of gone that
happens when a man packs in under an hour because someone upstairs started asking the right

questions.

"He said today." Julian's confidence cracked down the middle. "He said we'd start work if we came
in. He already took the money — a million dollars, two management seats-"

"He's gone." Wilhelmina's voice went flat, her fury already hunting for a target. "Julian. He is
gone."

"My father's money-" Leon started, and stopped, because saying it out loud made
it real in a way it hadn't been thirty seconds ago.
Julian didn't take it quietly. He never

did. He grabbed the nearest



&
assistant by the sleeve - a kid carrying someone else's coffee, who had nothing to do with any of it
and shouted foud enough for wo floors to hear. "Where did Crane go?"

"He he was fired. A few minutes ago."

That one word, fired, hit all three of them at once.

The man who arrived was broad and unhurried, with a badge that read Reeve. He

didn't ask twice. "Let go of my employee."

"Do you know who I am?" Julian's voice cracked upward, right past frightening and

into funny.

Reeve's hand moved once. Palm against cheek, flat and short, and the sound of it carried further
than Julian's shouting ever had.

"No," Reeve said. "But someone upstairs asked me to throw you out."

His people had all three of them through the entrance inside a minute - dragged out like
shoplifters, under every eye in the lobby. Wilhelmina's heels skidded on the marble. She screamed
something about shame, the marble didn't care. Leon's face went a color no family portrait would
ever want to capture.

His phone rang before he reached the curb. He knew the ringtone. He answered
anyway, because not answering Rael was its own kind of punishment.

"Tell me it's done." No greeting. No warmup. "Tell me you're standing in that building
with a manager's title at Regent Group. I paid a million dollars for that."

A million that wasn't even his. Everyone in the family knew it — Febyella's father's money, because
none of them had a cent of their own.

"Dad_ll
"Tell me a million dollars bought you a management chair and not a story you're about to tell me."

Leon didn't answer for three full seconds. That was answer enough. "Crane's gone. Fired. There's
nothing here for us."

When Rael's voice came back, it had dropped into the register he saved for things that actually
mattered to him. Colder than the yelling. Worse than the yelling. "You let a man walk off with my
money, and you didn't even watch him do it."



"I didn't know—"

"Then what the hell do you know," Rael said, and hung up before Leon could find out whether that
sentence had an end.

That same noon, across the city, Febyella's phone rang — and her heart nearly burst. An interview.
Tomorrow.

When Alex came home, she was still smiling. She pressed the secret down and held
it there. Not yet. Not until she walked through Regent Group's doors herself.
"Something good happened." Alex smiled at her. "Want to share?"

"No." She almost did. The words made it all the way to her teeth — the first good

thing in four years, and she wanted to hand it to him like a gift. She swallowed them instead. "I'll
jinx it. Just wait for the good news."

She knew her application hadn't even been complete. It shouldn't have earned a
callback at all.
But soon she'd have a job. That was what mattered.

Alex just smiled back — and said nothing either.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 694[
1,500 words |

The knock came at the hour when decent visits have already ended.

Feby was at the little table with her one good blouse laid out over the chair back, pressed twice and
inspected three times, and a borrowed almanac of New Avalon's great firms open to the chapter on
the Regent Group.

She had read the same page four times without retaining a word of it. Tomorrow sat

in her chest like a swallowed coal — bright, secret, hers.

She had told Alex nothing. He had asked nothing, which was its own kind of

noticing.



Three knocks. Softer than Wilhelmina's, more certain than a stranger's. Feby knew the hand before
she reached the door.

"Mother."
Adeline Rydell-Steinmeyer entered the way she entered everywhere - perfume first, apology never.

Her eyes made the same slow circuit of the flat that Wilhelmina's had, arriving at the same verdict
by a politer road. Then she stepped aside, and the doorway filled with

a man.

Tall. A charcoal traveling coat with silver thread worked through the collar, cut by someone who
charged by the stitch.

A chronometer chain crossed his waistcoat, and at the end of it, when he moved, swung a watch of
pale gold with a sliver of captured moonstone in the face - old imperial work, the kind of piece that
cost more than the building they were standing in and was worn precisely so that everyone would
know it.

"Febyella." He smiled with excellent teeth. "It's been too long."

"Wendell Ashcombe," Feby said. It was not a greeting. It was an identification, the way one names
a draft coming under a door.

"Wendell insisted on coming," Adeline said, glowing, arranging herself beside him as though the
two of them were the portrait and everything else in the room was the frame.

"When he heard about your situation — Febyella, he came the same evening. The same evening."
"My situation."

"The document, sweetheart. The thirty days." Adeline's voice dropped into the register she used for
funerals and money. "Everyone has heard by now. Your uncle made sure of that—you know how he
is when he's won."

Alex sat at the counter with a fundamental basic of magic book he did not close, marking his page
with one finger. Wendell's gaze passed over him the way a lamp passes over furniture, and moved
on.

"May I sit?" Wendell asked, and sat. He set his gloves on the table beside Feby's pressed blouse,
one atop the other, unhurried, a man planting a small flag.

"Febyella, I'll be direct, because I respect you too much for anything else. The condition your
family set is not a condition. It's a joke with a legal seal on it. A manager's post at the Regent
Group in thirty days - there are clerks who have waited in that tower's queue for ten years. Sons of



good Houses. Certified level-four magicians. You are -" he paused, and let the pause do the
insulting for him — "an uncertified young woman with a rented room and no patron."

"You've counted my assets very thoroughly," Feby said.

"Someone should." He leaned forward. "So forget it. Forget the inheritance. It has been poisoning
your life for four years, and your family will spend another four inventing conditions faster than
you can meet them. Walk away from the whole rotten game.

"His voice warmed. "Marry me."
Adeline made a small sound, the kind other women make at fireworks.

"Marry into House Ashcombe," Wendell went on, "and the question of your father's money
becomes what it should always have been — trivial. You would want for nothing. And your family —
" his smile sharpened - "your grandmother, your uncle, all of them — would spend the rest of their
lives bowing to you at the door and hoping you'd forgotten how they treated you. I'd make certain
you had ample opportunity to not forget."

"He's offering you a life, Febyella," Adeline breathed. "A real one."
Feby said nothing yet. Alex turned a page.

The small sound seemed to remind Wendell that the furniture was listening. His eyes went to Alex
at last, and stayed there with the particular attention a man gives something he has decided to step
on.

"And you would be the fiancé," he said. "The one who unloads crates."

"That's me," Alex said pleasantly.

"Mm." Wendell turned back to Feby as though the exchange had concluded itself.

"There's more, and I'll share it because it concerns your future either way. The trade rows are full
of it this week — the Regent Group is preparing something enormous. A new line. An expansion the

likes of which this state has never seen, and with it, publicity contracts that will make and unmake
fortunes."

He touched the moonstone watch,
idly, the
way other men touch a talisman. "House Ashcombe has

supplied Regent's distribution
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notices for years. When those

third

contracts open, we will take a third of them at minimum. A third, Febyella. And if you were
sensible - if you were mine — I'd carve a firm out of it and put your name on the door. Something
of your own to play with. You'd have in a month what

your father's estate wouldn't give
you in a lifetime of begging."

"That's remarkable," Alex said. "I didn't know House Ashcombe stood so close to the Regent
Group."

"Everyone knows it," Wendell said, without turning. "Everyone who matters."

"And the third of the contracts. Is that promised, or hoped?"

Wendell turned then. He looked at Alex for a long moment, and something in his

face performed the transition from ignoring an insect to deciding to remove it.

"Let me offer

er you some advice,

crate-boy," he said. "A frog at the bottom of a well thinks the sky is a coin. You are the frog.
Febyella is the sky. A man like you cannot give her a life you can only be the weight she drowns
holding. If you cared for her at all you'd let let go of her tonight go of and save her the trouble of
prying

your fingers loose later."

"Wendell," Adeline said, delighted, in the tone of a woman pretending to object.

Feby stood up.

She did it without haste, and the room reorganized itself around the motion the way rooms did
around her lately, which was new, and which Alex noted.

"I'm going to say this once, and I'd like both of you to carry it home intact," she said. "I'm not
walking away from my father's estate. I'm not marrying you. And the man you've been talking past
all evening is not a weight, and not a frog. He is my fiancé. Mind your mouth in my home."



"Your home," Wendell repeated softly. He looked around the flat - the narrow kitchen, the mended
curtain, the blouse pressed for an interview she hadn't mentioned

and

laughed once, a small, clean sound of genuine amusement. "This isn't a home, Febyella. It's a
waiting room. I'm offering you the exit."

"The answer is no."

The amusement went out of his

face all at once, the way light goes out of a lamp completely, and revealing exactly what the lamp
had been decorating. "You'll regret this," he said. "When the thirty days are gone and your family
is laughing and this one is still hauling boxes do not come to my gate. I withdraw the offer the
moment I cross that threshold."

"Then cross it quickly," Feby said. "It's late."

Wendell collected his gloves. At the door he paused, because men like him always paused at doors,
and looked back at Alex.

"Enjoy her while the money's interesting," he said, and was gone.

Adeline stood frozen a half-second, then went after him - "Wendell! Wendell, she's overtired, she
doesn't mean—"— and the stairwell swallowed both voices. When she reappeared in the doorway
her face had completed its own transition, and it aimed itself at Alex like a drawn pin.

"You," she said. "You sat there. He comes with House Ashcombe on his card and a future in his
hands, and you sat there with your book and let her throw it away. What can you give her? Rent
money? Crates?" Her voice climbed. "God gave me a dead useless husband, and my daughter went
out and found a more useless one on purpose!"

"Mother," Feby said. "Go home."

Adeline drew a breath for the second act. Something in her daughter's face canceled the
performance. She gathered her wrap, produced a sound that managed

to be both sob and verdict, and left without closing the door gently.

The flat was quiet.

"I'm sorry," Feby said finally. "About all of it."

"You've nothing to apologize for." Alex closed the book. "You should sleep.

Tomorrow matters."



She looked at him sharply. "What makes you think tomorrow matters?"

"Any day can matter," Alex said, and took his tea to his room.

Behind the closed door, he sat on the edge of the narrow bed and drew out his
identity tile. The message he composed was nine words long, addressed to the top
floor of Regent Tower.

House Ashcombe: excluded. All dealings, present and future.

The reply came back in under a minute.

Understood, Chairman.

Alex put the tile away. He did not know, and did not particularly care, how powerful

House Ashcombe imagined itself to be. He knew one thing about its future with the Regent Group,
which was that it didn't have one.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 695[
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Morning came gray and clean, the lanterns still fading along the avenue when they reached the
base of Regent Tower.

Feby stopped on the plaza and looked up, and looking up was a mistake. The tower rose until the
eye gave up counting floors, glass and pale stone and the faint hum of the tile grid under all of it,
and her heart performed the same maneuver it had at the Rydell gate — the hollow drop of a

person about to ask a bank vault for charity.

She was here for an assistant coordinator interview. Two rungs below anything the document
would accept. A match-seller petitioning a treasury.

But she had signed her name to thirty days in front of her whole family, so she was going through
the door.

"You're breathing like you're about to be sentenced," Alex said beside her.

"I might be."



He looked at her for a moment. Then, with the tenderness he spent so rarely it always caught her
off guard, he set his hand briefly on her hair. "Go in. You'll do better than you think. Trust me."

"You say that like you've read the ending."
"I read a lot," Alex said. "I'll see you tonight."

She watched him walk off with his hands in his pockets, unhurried, as though the city belonged to
him and he was merely letting it operate.

Then she took one breath that used her whole body, and went in.

The queue for interview registration was forty people long. She had been standing in it for less
than a minute when a graceful assistant in Regent gray appeared at her elbow.

"Miss Steinmeyer? Miss Hargrove is expecting you. This way, please."

"I — there must be a mistake. I'm here for the coordinator-"

"No mistake, miss. The top floor, if you'd follow me."

Feby moved forward, her legs acting before her mind caught up. The people in line were startled to
see her pass, escorted by the CEO's personal directive—she must be someone important.

The lift rose through thirty floors of the most powerful company in the state while she rearranged
every assumption she owned.

Miss Hargrove. The chairwoman. Girls in the coordinator queue would have traded years of their
lives for the ride she was currently too terrified to enjoy.

Beatrix Hargrove stood when Feby entered, which was its own small earthquake, and gestured her
to a chair.

"Miss Steinmeyer. Thank you for coming."

"Miss Hargrove. Thank you for — I'm sorry, I think there's been some confusion. I applied for the
assistant coordinator post."

"You did. Your application was incomplete." Beatrix sat, and slid a slim folder across the desk. "It
was also the most honest document to cross my desk this quarter. No invented references. No
borrowed accomplishments. I read four hundred of these a month, Miss Steinmeyer; do you know
how rare that is?"

Feby opened the folder because her hands needed employment. Then she read the first line, and
her hands stopped needing anything at all.



APPOINTMENT: HEAD SUPERVISOR - NEW PRODUCT DIVISION.
"That post doesn't exist," she heard herself say. "I studied your structure. There's no

"It exists as of this week. Regent is preparing a new line - you'll learn its nature after you sign, and
not a breath of it before. The Head Supervisor holds oversight of that line on behalf of this office."
Beatrix folded her hands. "To be plain about the grade: the division's general manager reports to
you on every matter touching the line. You answer to me and to no one else in this building."

The room tilted gently. "Miss Hargrove. There are ten thousand people in this city more qualified
than I am. Certified magicians. House heirs. I serve coffee." She said it before pride could stop her,
because it was true and because someone in this conversation ought to say true things. "Why me?"

Beatrix regarded her for a moment with something that might, in a warmer woman, have been
approval.

"The decision was made above me," she said.

"Above you? You're the chairwoman."

"The Regent Group has a new chairman. You'll see it announced within days; his name is withheld
at his own request, and it will stay withheld." Beatrix's voice gave away exactly nothing. "He
reviewed the file. He made his wishes known. I have learned very recently that when this
particular man makes his wishes known, the intelligent response is to say yes quickly."

"I don't know any chairman," Feby said faintly. "I don't know anyone at all."

"Then he knows you," Beatrix said, "Maybe you serve him a coffee and he likes your service.
Whatever made him move. Salary and terms are on the second page. Sign wherever you find
yourself agreeing."

Feby turned to the second page. The salary made her ears ring. She read every clause twice — she
had learned that lesson in a sitting room with her own family, and it had cost her a signature to
learn it — and found nothing with teeth in it anywhere.

She signed.

Beatrix pressed the Regent seal to the appointment writ herself, the wax flaring briefly with the
company's sigil. Then, as Feby gathered the folder with hands she was very proud were not

shaking:

"Miss Hargrove. Might I ask one more document of you? A letter stating the rank of this post.
Formally. Relative to to the office of manager."

Beatrix looked at her a long moment. If she wondered, she declined to ask.



"Legal will have it sealed within the hour," she said. "Welcome to the Regent Group, Head
Supervisor."

*k%x

The Rydell sitting room had been arranged, once again, with a single chair facing the settee. Once
again, Alex picked up a second chair and set it beside Feby's, and this time nobody bothered to
object.

Feby laid two documents on the low table and slid them across.

"The condition is met," she said. "I'll take the inheritance now."

Rael picked up the appointment writ with the indulgent look of a man humoring a child's drawing.
Alex watched the look die by degrees as he read — the mouth first, then the eyes, then the color of
the face around them. The Regent seal caught the lamplight. Rael read it a second time as though

the words might reconsider.

"Head Supervisor," Leon said, reading over his father's shoulder. He straightened, and relief
scrambled onto his face and dressed itself as triumph. "The document says manager. You signed
for a manager's post. This says supervisor. It doesn't count."

"Read the second letter," Alex said.

Marta took it herself. Regent legal seal, one paragraph, drafted that morning: the post of Head
Supervisor, New Product Division, ranks two grades above the office of general manager, which
reports to it directly.

"The condition your family drafted,"

Alex said, "was a manager's post at

the Regent Group inside thirty days She has needed barely half of them, and she outranks every
manager in the building. If anyone in this room would like to stand before a judge. and argue that

above manager means less than manager —" he glanced pleasantly around the settee "I'd genuinely
enjoy

watching that."

The silence had a different texture than the last time. The last time it had teeth. This one had a
hole in it.

Marta and Rael exchanged a look. Half a second. Alex had catalogued its twin at the
first meeting, and now, watching its return, he understood what it had been guarding all along.
"Sit down, Febyella," Marta said quietly.

"I am sitting."



"The estate," Marta said, and stopped. Seventy years of commanding rooms, and the sentence
would not assemble itself for her. It was Rael who finally produced it, in

the flattened voice of a man who has rehearsed a confession so many times it has stopped sounding
like one to him.

"The money isn't liquid anymore."

"Then make it liquid," Feby said.

"The money is gone."

The words crossed the table and arrived somewhere behind Feby's ribs. She heard
herself say, from a small distance, "Gone."

"Invested." Rael's hands moved,

smoothing air. "The trust bore costs,

you understand — the house, administration, four years of fees — and two years ago the principal
was placed into a venture. A sound one. Advertising. The Rydell Advertising House offices on
Corvane Street, eleven staff, a licensed trade seat. Every firm in New Avalon buys notices,
broadsheets,

lantern-boards; the projections were -" he stopped smoothing the air.
"The projections were good."

"You ran it," Alex said. It wasn't a question.

"I directed it. Leon managed the accounts and the clients."

"And?"

Leon's jaw worked. "The clients left."

"The clients were poached," Rael corrected sharply, an old argument surfacing through the
confession, "by firms with House backing, which we'd have matched if the market hadn't—"

Feby sat very still. Four years. Four years of when you're ready, of certification levels invented
across a tea table, of her mother's soft voice explaining complexities — and behind every locked
door they defended, there had been less. They hadn't been guarding her inheritance from her. They
had been guarding her from the discovery that they'd already spent it.



"You put me through all of it," she said. Her voice stayed level, which surprised everyone,
including her. "The levels. The conditions. The thirty days. And there was nothing behind the
door."

"There is the company," Marta said.
The room turned.
"The Rydell Advertising House holds

the lease, the license, the trade seat, and the staff." Marta's spine had recovered, the matriarch
was

reassembling herself around
the

only offer left in her hand. "The family will transfer it to you. The whole of it. Every share, signed
today, in full and final settlement of

your father's estate." Her chin lifted. "You wished to prove you could manage something, Febyella.
Very well. Manage that."

Leon laughed. He tried to fold it into a cough and failed, and Alex marked it, filed it,
and let it go for now.
"It's three months behind on its lease," Leon said, recovering, generous with detail

all of a sudden. "The staff haven't been paid since spring. The debts come with the shares, cousin.
Congratulations."

Feby looked at the writ on the table — the seal, the rank, the first thing she had ever won in that
house — and then at the faces arranged along the settee, smug in

defeat, handing her a corpse and calling it a settlement, and she felt the refusal rising in her throat.

But it was all hers to claim now. And tears meant nothing they were already throwing it in her
face. Her money was gone.

Only the dying businesses remained, burdened with debt. And they still called themselves family.
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Alex leaned close. His voice was for her alone.
"Take it."

"It's a shell, Alex. They're laughing at me." She could hear it — the little coughs behind hands, the
smirk Rael wasn't bothering to hide.

"Let them. A licensed trade seat is a door. Doors matter more than what's behind them." A pause.
"Take it in writing. Every share. And this time, I read the pages first."

He looked at her, quiet and level. "Do you have any other choice?"

She didn't. The money was already gone — swallowed by his mother's family, then chased with a
lawsuit for good measure. You can't pay back people who took everything and then billed you for
the privilege.

Alex started reading the pages. Aloud, where it suited him. He struck one clause that would have
quietly kept the trade seat with the family.

Then a second — one that would have draped Rael's personal guarantees over Feby's shoulders like
a hand pressing down on her head. He didn't announce what he'd found. He just drew two lines
and watched Rael's face confirm the purpose of both.

Feby only saw the pen move. She would never know exactly what he'd just carried off her back.

He laid the deed in front of her. Beside it, a one-page release ending the Rydell co- administration
of the Steinmeyer estate. Forever.

"Read it carefully before you sign," he said — clearly, for the whole room, in exactly the voice he'd
used the last time. "They are not honest people."

Nobody denied it. Not this time either.

Feby signed. Marta signed. Rael signed with the pen at arm's length, as though the paper might
correct him.

On the tram home, Feby watched the amber pulse of the rail run ahead through the dark.

"I own a failing advertising company," she said. "Four years of fighting, and that's my prize."
"You own an advertising company. Failing is a condition. Not a trait."

"Eleven employees who haven't been paid since spring."



"Then pay them Monday. Head Supervisors earn well, I hear." He turned to the window. She
waited for more. For once she thought he might actually say it — whatever it was he never said.
His jaw shifted. The moment passed. "And keep the name off your face when the announcements
come."

Her chest went tight. "What announcements?"
"Regent's," Alex said. "I'm told there'll be two."
There were two.

They landed on the city two mornings later like a change in the weather everyone felt through the
walls.

The first: the Regent Group had changed hands. New chairman, name withheld by request. Beatrix
Hargrove, the woman who built the company, would stay on as vice chairman and chief executive.

By noon, every tea house, trade floor, and House parlor in New Avalon was chewing on the same
bone. Who buys the Regent Group? Who has that kind of gold?

Three Houses publicly denied being the buyer, in tones that begged to be disbelieved.
The second announcement arrived an hour behind the first, while the city was still gasping.

The Regent Group would expand the

tile grid across every district and every state of the union - not just the profitable ones and open
two hundred million dollars in advertising contracts to public bidding. Any licensed firm in the
United States of Magic could tender.

Two hundred million. Dying firms woke up ravenous. Healthy ones started sharpening knives for
their neighbors.

And at the Ashcombe estate — where the family had spent two days promising creditors that a
third of those contracts was as good as theirs — a courier tile arrived from Regent legal.

One paragraph. All dealings between House Ashcombe and the Regent Group, current, pending, and
future, were concluded. Effective immediately. No cause given.

Wendell's father read it four times. Then he sent for his son, and the shouting could be heard from
the garden.

Feby heard none of it. She was standing in the dusty front office on Corvane Street, facing eleven
employees who'd spent two days waiting to learn if the new owner had come to close the doors.

The window clacked. A bird post dropped an envelope on the counter and was gone.



Regent gray. The seal she now knew by touch.
Her fingers weren't steady when she broke it. Everyone watched.

To the proprietor, the Rydell Advertising House, holder of trade seat 114 by decision of the
chairman, the launch campaign for the Regent Group's forthcoming product line the new tile line's

as
awarded to your firm, on retainer terms enclosed, effective upon acceptance.

She read the retainer figure. Read it again, because the first time it bounced clean
off her.

It wasn't a slice of the two hundred million. It was the crown of it. The flagship campaign. The new
tile itself.

The first-year value alone was worth more than the company's debts a hundred times over — worth
more, if the schedules held, than everything the Rydells had confessed to burning through in four

years.

Behind her, eleven unpaid employees read the paragraph over her shoulder and made sounds that
were not professional.

Across the city, in a sitting room with one chair too few, Rael Rydell heard the news from a
neighbor before the evening broadsheets could bring it — and had to sit down.

In the chair his family had once refused to offer anyone.

They'd held the company through two years of famine. They'd handed it to Feby, signed and sealed
and laughing, exactly two days before the Regent Group turned it into a gold mine.

"We gave it away," Leon said. To no one. Several times.

And in the flat above the lantern-lit street, Feby sat at the little table that evening with the award
letter in front of her. Her tea went cold. She didn't notice.

The interview she shouldn't have gotten. The post that hadn't existed a week ago.

A chairman with no name who somehow knew hers. And now this — landing on a company she'd
owned for two days. A company no one outside her family even knew had changed hands.

acros
She looked across the room at Alex - reading, one finger marking his page - and she remembered

him at the base of the tower. Go in. You do better than you think Trust me, He'd said it the way
other people reported the time.



He had never once been surprised. Not at the gate. Not at the signing. Not tonight.

The question climbed all the way to her teeth, the way it did most nights now. She looked at him —
calm, ordinary, impossible — and swallowed it back down. Filed it where she filed everything about
him.

Who are you, really?
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Feby had rehearsed her first morning as Head Supervisor down to the minute.
The minute lasted until Beatrix Hargrove set the thing itself on the desk between them.

"So the work is mostly control," she said. "If nothing happens on the line, I could almost say I have
nothing to do at all."

"Glad you know it." Beatrix Hargrove didn't look up from her desk. "And if a problem does happen,
you handle it first. We are the people who make sure nothing happens on that line. Ever."

"Alright," Feby said. "Then let's make sure nothing goes wrong."

"Our new product," Beatrix said. "One unit of mana in. Five to six out. It refines. It amplifies. It
does not bleed."

She placed it in Feby's palm.

The tile hummed there, warm as a held breath. Feby set it down the way you set down something
that has just rearranged your next ten years.

"This is what your division exists to bring into the world, Head Supervisor. And what your firm has
been engaged to promote."

Her firm. There it was. The thing she'd been carrying up the stairs all morning like a stone in her
chest.

Honesty had gotten her this far. She saw no reason to abandon it in a nicer office.

"Miss Hargrove, there's a problem, and I'd rather say it than have someone else discover it. The
firm holding the launch campaign - I own it. As of two days ago. I supervise the division whose
product my own company is paid to advertise. In any court in the Arcanum State, that's a conflict
of—"



"The chairman was informed of your ownership before the award was issued. He approved it. In
writing."

A thin folder crossed the desk. One page. One seal.

"He was, if anything, very specific. Who better to promote our work than our own Head
Supervisor?"

Feby read the page. It was exactly what Beatrix said it was, dated the morning of the award.

It did not calm her. It did the opposite.

She had lain awake half the night lining up the impossible things.

The interview she shouldn't have gotten. The post that hadn't existed a month ago. The campaign
that landed on a company nobody knew she owned. Every thread ran through one unnamed man on

the top floor of this building.

The question had been standing in her throat since dawn. She let it out before her better judgment
could catch it.

"Miss Hargrove. Is your chairman's name Alexander Leonhart?"

Something happened behind Beatrix's eyes.

It was fast, and it was small — one skipped beat, sealed over with twenty-two years of practiced
calm. If Feby hadn't spent her whole life reading rooms full of relatives who wished her harm,
she'd have missed it.

"Miss Steinmeyer. I'm going to ask you to drop that question, and I'm going to tell you why. Our
chairman is a scion of one of the great Houses of Fenmarch. His identity is sealed at his own
instruction, and the instruction was not gentle. If I confirmed so much as the first letter of his
name, I would lose considerably more than my post."

Beatrix folded her hands. "Please don't ask me again."

A scion of Fenmarch. Feby had to admire how fast the woman could produce a great House out of
thin air.

Then the fever that had kept her up all night broke, all at once, into embarrassment. Alex. She had
built a secret emperor out of Alex.



Alex, who had arrived in her life with no records, no coin, no House, no past — not even clothes.
Alex, whom she had personally vouched into legal existence, because without her signature he did
not officially exist.

Alex, who unloaded crates and paid her two hundred a night for a borrowed room.

He was kind to her. The world so rarely was. And she'd mistaken kindness for conspiracy.
"Forgive me," she said. "It was a foolish question."

"Most of the honest ones are." Beatrix slid a slip of paper across the desk, casual as

a lunch order. "One hundred million. Drawable at any bank. The advance on your firm's
campaign."

Feby's fingers closed around more money than her family had seen in three generations. Her voice
came out steadier than her hands.

"Thank you."
She stood, and the working day began.

When the door clicked shut, Beatrix drew out her tile and composed a message to a contact listed
under no name at all.

Sir Chairman. Febyella asked me directly whether the chairman is called Leonhart. I deflected.
Fenmarch scion, identity sealed.

The tile stayed silent a long moment. Then a reply surfaced, four words, and she could hear the
tone of it from across the city.

Good. Keep it sealed.

The Corvane Street office had been dusted for the first time in living memory.

Feby arrived at noon with a wage ledger and the firm's account tile — the tile into which the first
installment of the Reagent retainer had cleared at nine that morning with a soft chime that made
the bookkeeper sit down, hard, in the nearest chair.

She paid eleven people everything they were owed back to spring. Then a month ahead.

And she learned something she filed away for the rest of her life. There is a particular silence
people make when money they had stopped hoping for finally arrives.

It is louder than cheering.

The senior notice-painter, a grandmother named Prue who had stayed on unpaid because at her
age leaving was more work than staying, wiped her hands on her apron and asked the question the
whole room was holding.



"The name over the door, miss. Do we paint it out?"

Feby looked through the front window. Rydell Advertising House. Gilt gone gray, the R flaking.
"Make it Steinmeyer. For now. Let the city read the broadsheets first."

Febyella smiled happily and texted Alex: “Let's celebrate with dinner out.”

Alex responded right away: "I'll be there soon."

Yet before he arrived, the Rydells showed up first.

They descended upon the house in the early afternoon, all together, exactly the way they always
had.

Marta first, spine like a verdict. Rael a half-step behind, reasonable face freshly pressed. Leon.
Wilhelmina. And at the rear, saying nothing, her mother.

Five Rydells in a room they had abandoned to its debts a week ago, filling it as though the furniture
owed them rent.

"Febyella." Marta's eyes swept the office- the paid staff, the vanished dust, the account tile on the
counter — and landed on her granddaughter. "We are here to correct a misunderstanding."

"There isn't one."

"There is a large one." Rael stepped

forward and set his hat on the

counter, claiming it. "This house is

Rydell property. And the Reagent

contract belongs with the Rydell name. Ilobbied that group for years, sweetheart. Years. The award
simply landed at the wrong

moment."
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He smiled the smile he used for children and creditors. "So here is the resolution.

You keep the house. You hand us the Reagent project. We settle this privately, before it becomes
public."

"You came to steal the Reagent campaign from me," Feby said. "Privately. How



kind."

"I came to protect you from a
mistake." The smile didn't move.
"Because if you refuse, we report the
dispute to the Reagent Group
ourselves. And you know what a

group like that does when it smells a family quarrel. It cancels. Everything. Then neither of us gets
a coin."

"So let me get this straight," Alex said, stepping out from the back of the room. He

had only just arrived to take Febyella out for a proper dinner, yet here he was, walking straight
into her toxic family drama.

"You want to take a two-hundred-million project, and in return, she gets to keep a building you
already abandoned to rot?"

"You," Leon snapped. "Outsider. Keep your nose out of family business."

Feby almost laughed. Family business. In a building they'd fled from. In front of staff they'd never
paid.

But Rael leaned in, and his voice went soft, the way it always did right before it hurt.

"Febyella. If you have a conscience, you'll give us the project. We already gave you this house. We
owe you nothing. You owe us everything."

Her face drained of color. She hated the way they twisted everything.
Yet he wasn't wrong on one crucial

point. Her link to Beatrix was only two mornings old - nothing more than a single meeting and a
handshake. If the Regent Group much as smelled a dispute, they would walk away. Rael knew it,
and deep down, she knew it too.

If so

"Just give it to us," Marta said. "You have your grand supervisor position. That will make you rich
enough on its own."

"Yeah," Leon added. "Don't be greedy, cousin. You need to give the family what's

ours."



Wilhelmina cut in sharply, "You're nothing but a thief! If you refuse to give us the project, we'll
call the police right now. And once they get involved, the whole scandal

will be splashed across the news for the Regent Group to see!"

Febyella's hand shot out and clutched the edge of the counter. "Daughter," her mother said, her
voice gentle but insistent, "please give the project

to us. Return it to the family. You'll get the house, I promise. Your father will be very proud of you
for doing what's right."

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 698
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"Show them the letter, miss," Prue said from behind the counter. She hadn't been paid in two
months. A woman with nothing left to lose has the steadiest voice in the

room.
Feby laid the award letter on the counter, seal up.

Leon snatched it first. He read it indulgently. Then quickly. Then twice — and the color climbed his
neck line by line, like water filling a glass.

"It's fake," he said. "The Reagent Group does not hand a two-hundred-million expansion to "
He stopped. His eyes had finally caught up with his mouth.
The address line.

Rael took the letter from him. He read the line once. Then again, the way a man rereads a telegram
hoping the words have been persuaded to rearrange themselves.

The letter was not addressed to the Rydell Advertising House. It was not addressed to any house at
all.

Awarded to Febyella Steinmeyer. In her own name and person. Sole awardee. Non- transferable.

"That's a mistake," Rael said. "Contracts of this class go to licensed firms. Trade seats. Not to — not
to a girl."

"Read the rider," Feby said.



He read the rider. It explained, in the Reagent Group's serenely bureaucratic hand, that the
awardee could execute the campaign through any licensed firm of her choosing. That her
designation of the Corvane Street firm was a courtesy. Revocable at her sole discretion. The award
followed the person, not the paper.

Alex leaned against the back shelving, unacknowledged, and said nothing. He had known clause
lawyers who wept over less elegant drafting. He should know. He'd dictated every word himself -
three drafts, past midnight, building a door only she could walk through.

She didn't know that. She would never hear it from him.

"The Rydell name," Rael said, his voice gone strange, "appears nowhere on this." "No," Feby said.
"It doesn't."

And there it was. The house on Corvane Street was worthless collateral. The firm was a glove —
and the hand could leave it whenever it liked. They could call the police, the papers, the Governor
of the Arcanum State himself, and all anyone would find was a private citizen holding a private
award. And a family of strangers shouting in her lobby.

They had come to take a company from her.
There was no company to take. There was only her.

Wilhelmina understood it last and said it first, which was very like her. "Then if she walks out of
this building — the contract just goes with her?"

"Anywhere I like," Feby said. "It's mine the way my hands are mine. Grandmother could own this
street down to the cobbles and it wouldn't move the decimal point."

The silence that followed had a new texture. This family's silences had always been instruments - -
punishments, verdicts, doors closing. This one was just the sound of five people discovering which
side of a locked door they stood on.

Rael sat down. There was no chair behind him. A staff member slid one under him at the last
second, out of pure reflex, and was not thanked.

"Febyella." Marta's voice came out softer than Feby had heard it in her entire life. "We are family.
We raised you."

"No. My father raised me. You spent his money."

"Your father was completely useless," Adeline snapped. "All he left you was forty million. That
measly sum ran out in just four years. It's not nearly enough."

Feby's nails bit into her palms. "Forty million is a family's lifetime, Mother. You burned through it,
and now you stand here blaming the dead man who earned it. Get out."



Marta smiled — actually smiled — and stepped closer. "Yes, yes, your father was a great man. Died
so young. So unfortunate. And perhaps we misspent. But money doesn't vanish that fast on its own.
Perhaps your great man stole it in the first place. Perhaps that's why it wouldn't stay."

The words landed like a slap. Feby's breath stopped somewhere behind her ribs.

Marta didn't wait for the wound to close. "Listen to me, Febyella. Two hundred million in
advertising — done well, that's fifty percent profit. Thirty at minimum." "That's none of your
business."

"A project this size cannot be carried alone." Marta pressed on, smooth as poured of "You'll need
hands. Experienced hands. Your uncle. directed advertising houses for years Leon knows ledgers.

Wilhelmina has connections in three districts. The family is prepared to place itself entirely at your
disposal. Under your direction. On your terms."

"Under my direction," Feby repeated.
"Yes." The word cost Marta

something visible. "Here is the arrangement. You focus on your work at the Reagent. We make you
chairman of this house We will work for you like dogs. All we ask is twenty percent of the profit.
You keep thirty."

Alex pushed off the shelf. "Wait. If the profit is thirty percent and they take twenty- doesn't that
leave Feby ten? On a contract that belongs to her alone?"

"Shut up," Rael said. "We'll be the ones working. Of course we take more. Febyella only has to sit."
"Yeah," Leon added, as if that helped.

Alex laughed and turned to the eleven workers along the wall. "Let me guess. If these people take
over, you'll do all the actual work - and they'll sit at home doing nothing."

Eleven heads nodded.

"They never worked," Prue said. "They handed everything to Howard, the head manager. They
know nothing."

"I hired you," Rael snarled. "Be silent."
"So the family rate," Alex said, "is twenty percent for doing nothing at all."

stan'



Marta stepped in front of him - fast, fast enough that the hurry showed through the silk. "Febyella.
I am your grandmother. This is your mother Your uncle. How can you outsider over your own
blood? We have connections. People Everything a campaign this size will need. Workers come and
go, child.

Family is always on your side."
Feby hesitated. Her eyes found Alex.

He held her gaze one second too long and for a heartbeat it looked like he might finally say the
thing he'd been carrying since he wrote her name into that rider. Then

his jaw closed over it, and the moment was gone.

She looked at the workers. At her mother. At her grandmother.

"All right, Grandmother. But twenty percent—"

"Don't talk profit with family," Marta said, wounded. "It jinxes the luck. Be good to the
family, and the luck comes back to you."

Feby hesitated, her expression conflicted, but eventually nodded slowly. "Yes, Grandma."

"Then let's sign." Marta was brisk now, the softness packed away like a costume. "I'll announce it
today — the Reagent Group contracts with the Rydells. It will restore our name in this city. You'll
be chairman of the Rydell house."

"It's the Steinmeyer house now," Prue said.

"Keep it Rydell. People know Rydell. Changing it brings bad luck and wastes time."
Rael was already scrambling for a fresh contract, his hands not quite steady.
"Please, Febyella. Sign it."

"Yes, cousin," Leon said.

"Daughter," Adeline said. "You're doing the right thing."

"Feby." Alex's voice was quiet, and it cut through all of theirs. "You'll regret it if you
sign."

"Silence, outsider," Adeline said. "Feby has no one who truly cares for her except her family. Don't
listen to him."

Feby bit her lip. The pen was already waiting in front of her.



"Sorry, Alex," she whispered. "They're my only family."
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Feby signed.

The pen scratched twice - her name, the date — and the room went quiet enough to hear it. Rael
pulled the contract off the counter before the ink was dry. Not took it. Pulled it. Like she might
change her mind if he left it there one second longer.

Four years of sitting below the salt, and her own uncle couldn't wait four seconds for her signature
to set.

"Wonderful," Marta said. The warmth was already gone from the word, folded away like a costume
between performances. "Then we move fast, while the city is still saying our name. Tomorrow
night. A banquet at the Grand Aurelian — the full hall, none of the small rooms. We announce the
Rydell house's partnership with the Reagent Group in front of every family in New Avalon that
ever pretended not to see us at the opera.”

Her chin lifted. "And we announce the new chairmanship of this house. Formally. In front of all of
them."

Something in Feby's chest unclenched. Formally. In front of all of them. Her father's last words had
lived under her ribs since the day he died — be good, take care of the family and tomorrow, for the
first time, taking care of them might finally look like belonging to them.

She didn't say that out loud. She never said that out loud.

"Prue." Marta didn't look over. "The firm produces the invitations tonight. Gold ink. You're an
advertising house - advertise."

"The firm bills for rush work," Prue said, pleasant as tea. "New management."

Marta let it go. She actually let it go — and that told everyone in the room exactly how much
tomorrow night was worth to her.

Then she turned back to Feby, and her voice found the edge it had been sharpening all evening.

"One more thing, Febyella. The invitation that matters. Your Reagent chairman — the man with no
name this whole city is chewing on. You will invite him. Everyone in New Avalon will know the
Rydells hold the Reagent Group's hand. Everyone who ever looked down on this family will learn
their place."



Feby blinked. "Grandmother, I've never met him. Nobody has. I asked his own chief executive who
he was and she wouldn't give me the first letter. It's impossible."

"Then invite him through her. You hold his flagship campaign and a post above manager in his own
tower. If anyone in this city can put a card in his hand, it's you." Marta's eyes went bright and
hard, already counting the future — the nameless chairman, first appearance anywhere, at a Rydell
banquet. Every House that had ever snubbed them would crawl over broken glass for a seat. "If he

attends, this family rises further in one night than it has in thirty years. If he cannot, then Miss
Hargrove would honor any hall in this city."

"Grandmother, they're my bosses. I can't promise—"
Marta caught her hands and squeezed. "You must make it happen."

The grip was too tight to be affection. And there it was, cold and sudden in Feby's stomach:
whatever she had just signed, it hadn't made her family. It had made her useful.

"Say nothing," Marta added. "Just do it."

"I can try—"

"Don't try. Make it happen."

Kok

They walked home through the lamplight, and for three blocks neither of them said a word.
"You think I made a mistake," Feby said finally.

"I think it's signed," Alex said. "And I think we'll find out together what family rates buy."

"They're going to work under me. You heard her. Under my direction. And tomorrow she
announces me in front of the whole city." She was talking too fast, the way people do when they're
furnishing a room they're not sure they get to keep.

"It's twenty percent, Alex. It's expensive. I know it's expensive. But it buys me the thing I never—"
She stopped. Started again, quieter. "I've been alone with them my whole life. Tomorrow I get to
not be. In family. In public. Maybe that's worth being overcharged for."

Alex looked at her sideways. Whatever he'd been carrying since the pen touched paper, he set it
down somewhere she couldn't see.

"Then let's get you a chairman," he said.



"That's the part I can't do." Her hands started moving again, wringing air. "He's a sealed scion of
Fenmarch, Alex. Ministers wait on his calendar. He bought the largest company in the state the
way you'd buy bread. Why would a man like that spend an evening watching my grandmother
perform graciousness?"

"You don't know that he's busy," Alex said. "Maybe he stays home nights. Cooks badly with his
fiancée. Does the washing-up."

Feby laughed — a real one, the first all day. "Do you think everyone lives like you?" Alex went quiet
for one beat too long. Something crossed his face, close enough to the surface that she almost
asked.

"Maybe the chairman of the Reagent Group lives exactly like me," he said. "Impossible." She rolled
her eyes, and the word carried them the last block home. Only one of them found it funny for the
right reason.

*k%x

She sent the message the next morning, standing at the flat's little window, holding her tile in both
hands like a bird she'd already apologized to.

To Miss Hargrove, office of the chief executive. Composed four times. Cut twice, The Rydell house
requests the honor of the

chairman's presence at the Grand Aurelian this evening, on the occasion of announcing my position
as head of the Rydell advertising house. She read one last timé, winced at the entire idea of herself,
and sent it.

"I hope I don't get fired for that," she said.

Alex said nothing. He already knew exactly where that invitation was going - nowhere. He would
not be attending.

He would stay hidden, the way he always had, because someone in that family needed to learn they
couldn't have everything they wanted.

*k*k

By noon, the city caught fire.

The invitations went out in gold ink
1.n

and came back a hundredfold, because Marta had understood one thing perfectly: the card was
nothing. The sentence attached to it was everything. The chairman of the Reagent Group will
attend. The man who bought the state's largest company without ever showing his face. The man
whose



two-hundred-million expansion had every firm in the union sharpening pencils. Tonight. At a
Rydell banquet.

Houses that hadn't returned a Rydell card in a decade replied within the hour. The Grand
Aurelian's manager repriced the evening, then personally apologized for it. Three broadsheets held
their front pages. By mid-afternoon, people who hadn't been invited were discovering prior
engagements at the hotel bar downstairs just in case proximity counted.

Marta took the inquiries herself, and her smile grew more genuine with each one. This was the
future she'd been owed for thirty years. After tonight, every family that had ever seated her below

the salt would learn what the salt was for.

She was still glowing when Leon shut the office door behind him, soft as a man about to handle
something dirty.

"Grandmother. You can't actually believe the chairman will come."
"That's the point."
"What?"

"We all know it's impossible." Marta said it the way other women discussed the weather. "And
when he doesn't come, the whole city sees how useless Febyella really is. That's when you step
forward. Put her in a shame she can't climb out of, and she'll hand you the head of this house
herself."

Leon stared at her. "How?"
"We put every promise on her shoulders. Hers alone. We tell every family walking

through those doors that Febyella swore the chairman would appear. When he doesn't, the
backlash lands on her — all of it. That's enough to force her down."

"You mean " Rael slipped in behind them, drawn to the scent of it. "We dig the hole and let her
jump in herself. She shames herself so badly she can't face anyone in this city again."

"Exactly," Marta said. "If the chairman comes, good. If he doesn't — and he won't she falls. We will
own everything."

"Good," Rael said. "When it happens, the advertising house comes back to me."
"That's the idea." Marta smoothed her sleeve. "Twenty percent is too little. Febyella's rich now -
head supervisor at the Reagent Group, still young, still soft. She should be giving this family far

more."

They divided her up right there in the office, piece by piece, like an estate. Every part of the trap
accounted for.



Except one. None of them knew that the nameless chairman they'd built the whole scheme on
walked the girl they were burying home every night — and had already decided not to come.

The Almighty Dominance - Chapter 700[
1,511 words ]

The Grand Aurelian had not seen an evening like it in thirty years, and the Grand Aurelian had seen
everything.

Every chandelier lit. Every leaf of the gilt doors polished.

The full hall, none of the small rooms — four hundred guests under a ceiling of enchanted
constellations that wheeled slowly overhead, and every one of those guests belonged to a House or
a firm or a fortune that had spent the last decade declining Rydell invitations by return post.

Tonight they had all come. Tonight the Rydells had the only thing in the Arcanum State worth
crossing town for: the promise of a face nobody had seen.

Feby stood near the foot of the hall in her pressed blouse and her mother's borrowed shawl, and
watched her grandmother work the doors like a woman collecting on thirty years of debts.

Every arriving House got the same radiant sentence, pitched just loudly enough to travel.

"—yes, tonight, here — our Febyella, the head supervisor of the Reagent Group, arranged it
personally. She holds his flagship campaign, you know. She gave us her word he would appear."

The first time Feby heard it, she thought she had misheard.

The second time, she started across the floor to correct it, and Adeline materialized at her elbow
with a grip disguised as affection.

"Smile, sweetheart. Don't you dare make a face tonight of all nights."
"Mother, I never gave my word. I sent an invitation. Nobody ever answered it—"

"Don't sweat over small things." Adeline's smile stayed fixed on the room. "Grandmother knows
how to talk to these people. Let her talk."

Feby checked her tile for the fortieth time since noon.

To Miss Hargrove, office of the chief executive — sent, delivered, and sitting there unanswered, a
little gravestone in glass.



She had messaged again at four. Again at six. The silence had a completeness to it that was
beginning to feel less like an oversight and more like weather.

Across the hall, by a pillar he had chosen for its view of both the stage and the doors,

Alex stood in his one decent coat with a glass he wasn't drinking, being invisible the way only the
worst-dressed man at a banquet can be.

A waiter had tried twice to direct him to the service corridor.

A woman in heirloom emeralds had handed him her empty glass without looking at him. He had
accepted both experiences with the deep tranquility of a man who knows exactly how the evening
ends.

Feby found her way to his pillar the way a swimmer finds a rock.

"He's not answering, Alex. She's telling everyone I promised. I never promised. If he doesn't come

n

"Then he doesn't come," Alex said. "And whatever happens after that happens to the people who
built an evening on a stranger's calendar. Not to you."

"You don't understand. She put it on me. By name. Four hundred people—"

"I understand exactly," Alex said, and something in the way he said it made her look at him — but
the lights were dimming, and the orchestra was resolving into a fanfare, and Marta Rydell was
ascending the stage in black silk with the carriage of a woman collecting a crown.

"My friends." Her voice, tile-amplified, filled the hall to its painted stars. "On behalf of the Rydell
house - welcome. Tonight we celebrate a partnership between this family and the Reagent Group:

the flagship campaign of the greatest commercial expansion in the history of the union, resting in
Rydell hands."

Applause, warm and hungry.

"And tonight, we are honored beyond measure to receive - for the first time before any gathering,
anywhere — the chairman of the Reagent Group himself."

The hall made a sound like a tide going out. Four hundred heads turned as one. The spotlight
swung from the stage to the great gilt doors and lit them up like scripture.

The doors stood there.



Being doors.
Ten seconds. The orchestra held its chord until the chord became a question.

Thirty seconds. Somewhere a glass was set down very carefully, and the click of it carried the
length of the hall. The spotlight on the empty doors began to feel less like an announcement and
more like an autopsy.

A minute.
"Perhaps he's sending an emissary," someone offered, in a whisper built to be heard.
"Perhaps he was never coming," said another voice, not whispering at all.

And Feby, standing in the dark below the stage, felt four hundred pairs of eyes begin their swing
toward her guided, she realized with a slow cold horror by her own family, whose faces had
already arranged

themselves into sorrowful positions,

the way mourners are in place

before the funeral because they

wrote the date themselves.

"Febyella." Marta's voice from the stage was gentle, and carrying, and it landed on
her granddaughter like a hand on the back of the neck.

"Child. You assured this family. You assured our guests. Where is he?"

"I — Grandmother, I never-" Her voice came out small, and the hall's acoustics, so kind to Marta,
gave her nothing. "I sent the invitation. I told you I could only try—"

"You told us you would make it happen." That was Rael, stepping into the spotlight's edge with
sorrow pressed into his face like a suit he'd had fitted that afternoon.

"We put our name on your word, Febyella. Four hundred guests are standing in your word."

The whispers had a temperature now. Feby felt them move over her skin: the coffee girl,
overreached, embarrassed the whole city, does she think - and under

worse the sound of doet

it,



closing
softly all around the hall, the Houses recalculating their evening, their invitations, her.
She looked for Alex and couldn't find him in the lights.

"Enough." Marta lifted a hand, and silence fell out of respect for whatever was about to be
performed.

Her voice found its richest register - grief, dignity, mercy, blended by seventy years

of practice. "Friends. The fault is this family's, for asking too much of a young woman too new to
her height. And Febyella —" the pause was masterful — "Febyella feels her responsibility deeply.

"She approached me this evening, before any of you arrived, and requested to step down as head of
Rydell Advertising House if the chairman of the Reagent Group failed to appear."

"She insisted that she would only take responsibility for tonight under that condition." The floor
tilted under Feby's feet.

"I never—" she said, but the applause had already started, warm and relieved and
led from the family's own tables, and Marta rode over it like a woman on a good horse.

"Her wish is granted, with a grandmother's pride in her humility. Effective tonight, the
chairmanship of the Rydell Advertising House — and with it the direction of the Reagent campaign
— passes to my son. To a man of experience. To Rael Rydell!"

The spotlight abandoned the doors at last and found Rael, halfway up the steps already, arm raised,
bowing to the applause with the humility of a man accepting something he had helped bury the
previous owner of.

Leon stood below the stage clapping with both hands high, positioned perfectly for the broadsheet
artists.

Feby did not remember starting to move. She was simply outside, suddenly in the cold marble quiet
of the colonnade, with the banquet's warmth roaring behind the doors like something that had spat
her out, and hat breath coming in pieces, and her father's voice in her ears where it always lived -
be good, take care of the family - and four years of trying folded up in her hands like a ticket to a
show that had never existed.

They hadn't even needed her signature this time. They had simply announced her.
A coat settled over her shoulders. Street-rack wool, warm from him.

"Don't," she said. "Don't tell me it's a mediocre chairmanship and I can do better. Don't tell me
anything kind. I'll come apart."



"All right," Alex said, and stood beside her, and told her nothing at all, which was somehow the one
thing that held.

"They planned it." Her voice was flat now, which frightened her more than crying would have.

"The doors. The spotlight. The step-down speech - she had it memorized, Alex. You can't compose
that on grief. They built the whole evening to fall on me, and I

carried the invitations in myself. Gold ink. I proofread them."
"Yes," Alex said.

"He was never going to come. The chairman. Whoever he is." She laughed, one broken note. "The
one man in the union I needed tonight, and he couldn't be bothered to send back a card."

Alex looked out at the lamplit square for a moment.
"Watch what happens next," he said quietly. "Just watch."
"Nothing happens next. Grandmother is inside crowning my uncle with my—"

The great gilt main doors suddenly swung open. Every head turned as a narrow man in drab gray
stepped inside, document case in hand, escorted by two stern Reagent couriers.

He moved with the hurried precision of someone who bills by the minute.

He consulted a small card, then raised his gaze to the assembled guests and inclined his head
politely.

"Everyone," he announced, "I am Harrow of Reagent Legal."
A short pause, and a dry glint appeared behind his spectacles. "Rydell Advertising

House, or however you refer to it. I wish to make a formal report in the presence of all here."



