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Dear Reader,

When I first imagined this story, it was not a distant realm or a secret path. It was about a broken girl who was weighed down by pain. But life can surprise us. It offers us people who care about us. Those people love us even when we have forgotten how to love ourselves. That spark of hope became the heart of this tale. 

Blossoms of Flame, Book 1: A Fire That Refuses to Fade is about love—the kind that heals, the kind that frightens, and the kind that chooses, again and again, to stay. It is about desire, that dangerous spark that can destroy a life or ignite a future. It’s also about ancient forces that shape us long before we know their names. Within these pages are battles of blade, Qi, Essence, steel and spirit, the struggle to forgive, and the choice to fight on when hope seems lost. 

You’ll find that those we long for can hurt us in ways we never imagined, and that bonds and companionships, though tested by storms, can anchor us or form anew. From that seed grew a world of dragons, hidden realms, and secrets—of bonds tested and paths that lead to the discovery of who we truly are. Along the way, we find the light we always possessed, but thought was lost. 

Blossoms of Flame, Book 1: A Fire That Refuses to Fade is only the first step. Secrets have been revealed, yet many more remain hidden. In Book Two, bonds will be tested, hearts will ache, and the weight of decisions will echo across realms. Dragons will stir, shadows will rise, and the path ahead will demand courage beyond measure. Until then, remember: even in the darkest moments, there is always hope. — M. N Boothe

For the quiet hearts, the fierce ones, and the ones who burn in between—and for my family, whose love became the flame I learned to follow.
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​​​​​​第1章The Tide That Erases Yesterday
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❧

The Lower Realm consisted of Eyong, Amaoxia, Vapinde, Efuchou, Naping, Lushao, and Yiwangwo, each known as a realm. Each realm governed itself with its own laws, customs, and traditions, shaping the destinies of those who lived within.  Some realms were steeped in wisdom, others in war, and still others in secrecy. Together they formed a fragile balance, distinct, yet bound by the same cosmic order.

Above them all, casting its shadow across the boundless world—the Hatyian Realm. It was said that Hatyian stood closer to the heavens than any other; its people were revered as near deities. Their strength was unmatched, their presence awe-inspiring, and their inﬂuence felt in every corner of the Lower Realm. Yet even among such supremacy, the burdens placed upon Hatyians were immense. Every decision carried consequences, and every action sent ripples across the realm. They were bound to its principles, for any deviation brought its own price and its own punishment. 

Yet even now, there remain secret and unknown realms. These realms are hidden from the people of the Lower Realm, unseen and untouched by their understanding. Within these distant places, strange creatures stir in the dark, and ancient mysteries lie in wait. Some say these realms hold truths older than the heavens, while others fear the powers that sleep there. Whatever the truth may be, their presence is undeniable, and their influence is beginning to seep back into the world.

✦ ✧ ✦

In the Lower Realm, a quiet power struggle began to take shape. Some realms believed they should be free from Hatyian’s guidance, even though Hatyian had long allowed them to govern themselves without interference. Lushao was one such realm, restless and ambitious. Unrest spread like wildfire through the Lower Realm. Lushao sought to seize authority for itself, shattering the fragile harmony that had held the realms together. War erupted between Lushao and Naping, and the clash of their armies shook the land. 

The other realms chose silence, watching from afar as if the conflict were a distant storm that would never reach their borders. Leaders gathered in council, but fear kept them from action. They spoke of protecting their people, but beneath their words lay pride, caution, and the desire to preserve their own authority. Their refusal to intervene deepened old wounds, and trust between the realms began to fracture. Whispers spread through villages and towns, murmurs that the balance of the Lower Realm was beginning to crumble. And in the heart of that growing chaos, Quin suffered, carrying burdens no one else could see, while the world around her edged closer to ruin.

The Lushao prisons were pits of cruelty, where laughter echoed not in joy but in malice. Every strike, every jeer, every moment of hunger carved deeper into her spirit. She clung to the memory of Luo, whispering his name in the dark, hoping he would come. But the silence stretched on, and hope began to fray. Unknown to her, Luo was ﬁghting a diﬀerent battle. At ﬁrst, the Hatyian Emperor believed Lushao acted alone. But over time, it became clear that another force was at work—a shadowy force intent on dividing the realms and ultimately seizing supreme rulership.

While Quin lay defenseless in pain, questioning where Luo had gone, he was locked in his own struggle, defending Hatyian from the enemy within. Luo had suspicions, but he needed proof. He could not present mere speculation. Without facts, his credibility would be undermined, and worse, the hidden enemy might be alerted to his investigation. So Luo remained silent, torn between duty and love. But Quin had not been entirely alone.

Rui Fin had always been her closest companion, bound to her by years of trust and quiet devotion. When the Lushao warriors came, he fought with everything he had. His blade struck true, his body shielded hers, and his cries echoed against the conﬁned walls. He even threw himself into harm’s way, suﬀering wounds that left him bleeding and broken. Yet despite his courage and despite spending every drop of his Mortal Qi, the enemy pressed on. Mortal Qi was the faint, fragile life-energy found in ordinary mortals. It was easily spent and took a long time to recover.

His Mortal Qi would recover in time, through rest and cultivation, but in that desperate instant, he had already given all he had. They tore Quin from his grasp, and Rui Fin fell to the ground, powerless to stop them. The shame of failure burned deeper than his injuries. In the days that followed, he carried his guilt like a chain. Even his bravery could not prevent her capture. The memory of that moment haunted him, though Quin never knew how deeply it cut.

✦ ✧ ✦

Quin loved the pink blossoms of the Eyong Realm. She imagined them drifting down onto the flowing river, carried gently by the current. She longed to see them again, to watch their soft petals dance across the water. But all she truly possessed now was the world inside her mind.

She sat within the confines of her captive chamber, gathering small pebbles from the dirt floor and slipping them through the narrow opening in the wall, pretending they could stir ripples somewhere far beyond her prison. In her thoughts, the stones vanished into a quiet river, taking her sorrow with them. If only she could follow, letting the current pull her toward another place, another time.

Yet she knew it was only a dream. Could the weight of her past ever be washed away? Could the life she lived now ever change? The torment she endured was relentless. The guards treated their prisoners with calculated cruelty, using restraints and instruments meant to break both body and spirit. 

The punishments came without warning, each one designed to remind her how powerless she had become. The pain was overwhelming, the kind that hollowed a person from the inside, leaving only fear and exhaustion behind. Every day was a test of endurance, every night a battle to hold on to the last fragments of herself.

As the days passed, she felt herself slipping further away, forgetting more and more of who she once was. Six hundred days had passed since her capture. Alone, hurt, and heartbroken, Quin could not understand how Luo had left her behind. Where is Luo? How could the Lushao Realm rebel? 

Each beating reminded her to remain strong, but her resolve was fraying. Her strength waned, her hope faded, and life no longer seemed worth living. In her darkest moments, she reached for the jar Luo had once given her, the Forgotten Pill. She knew its danger, yet desperation made her wonder if forgetting was the only escape. The pill acted on a person’s Essence, the inner core that shaped their identity. Used carefully, it could ease torment or blur a painful memory. But taken too often, it wiped those memories away completely, leaving the Essence fractured and the past unreachable.

Luo had warned her. Still, she swallowed the first pill. In an instant, it felt as if she had crossed into another world. The pain vanished. The hurt dissolved. The heartbreak softened into something bearable. For the ﬁrst time in many months, she could breathe. It was only a mask. A fragile veil over the truth of her suﬀering. But for those moments, she felt nothing, and nothing was enough. She embraced that emptiness so deeply that she began to crave it. The relief of nothingness meant she no longer had to worry about the tears on her cheeks or the brokenness in her heart. The anger was gone. The hate was gone. But so too was the love she had felt. That maddening, magnetic love for Luo dissolved into silence. And with it, the hurt that followed love disappeared as well.

The regret of his leaving, of his refusal to stay by her side, was gone. And perhaps, in that ﬂeeting moment, even the pain of the beatings and the starvation of her captivity was gone. That numbness became a temptation, a whisper urging her to chase the feeling again. Without thinking, she swallowed the next two pills within two days. She did what Luo had warned her never to do. She buried her worries, her troubles, her pain in the pills, consuming all three in such a short span of time. Before long, her memories began to fade, and her heart began to bleed. Her body could no longer endure what her mind had abandoned. 

To the outsider, she appeared nearly dead. She was not breathing or moving. She lay on the ﬂoor, motionless and seemingly lifeless. And so they did what was customary when a captive died in the Lushao prisons. They cast her body over the enormous cliﬀ that loomed beside the camp. As she fell slowly into the river below, Quin felt nothing. Her memories slipped further and further away, until by the time she struck the water, she no longer knew who she was. Her body drifted along the river for days, carried by the current, with no help in sight. Although she appeared lifeless, she was truly in a deep sleep. Quin was unaware of what was happening around her.

✦ ✧ ✦

Far from her, unaware of her fate, Luo and Muxan searched tirelessly across the Lower Realm to ﬁnd her. But her unconscious state made it nearly impossible for Luo to connect with her. Normally, he would hold onto a memory they had shared, and its echo would guide him to her. But her memories had gone silent. This was Memory Tracing, a rare technique that uses shared memories to seek another out across any distance or realm.

There were no longer any shared fragments for him to grasp. He suspected she had taken the pills. The thought left him both worried and wounded. How could I have caused her so much pain that she would rather erase me from her mind? Was she safe? The uncertainty gnawed at him. Still, he pressed on, determined to ﬁnd her, even while maintaining his disguise.

Whenever they descended into the Lower Realm, Luo and Muxan blended in as best they could. They were beings who moved by light, swift as dawn’s own breath. Yet they walked or used a carriage by choice, letting the mortal pace become their own. Instead of unleashing their eternal fighting techniques, they adapted to their opponents' skill levels, careful not to reveal their true identities or inflict unnecessary harm. Every choice was a compromise, every step a reminder of how far they were willing to go for her.

In Hatyian, every step was watched, every breath measured beneath the Emperor’s gaze. But in the world below, the air felt different. The mortal lands were untamed, vibrant, and unpredictable. There, they could move freely, unbound by etiquette or the rigid order of Hatyian. Luo felt this freedom most keenly. He cherished the Lower Realm, but his true reason for returning was Quin. His heart followed her more faithfully than any decree from the heavens. The Lower Realm lacked the refinement and grace he had known since birth, yet none of that mattered. Its rugged mountains, its wild rivers, its imperfect beauty. All of it became precious simply because Quin walked among it.

Muxan’s reason was different. His loyalty to Luo was forged in trials so severe they would break ordinary men. Their bond was a pact of spirit and steel, a connection tempered by shared battles and unspoken vows. If Luo descended into the Lower Realm, then Muxan would follow without hesitation. His presence was both shield and shadow, a silent promise that no danger would reach Luo without first passing through him.

Together, they crossed between realms, carrying with them the weight of Hatyian lineage and the uncertainties of the mortal path. Neither of them yet understood that their choices in the Lower Realm would ripple outward, touching fates far beyond their own.

Muxan was weary and needed rest, so they found a nearby inn that offered rice, porridge, herbal broth, noodles, vegetables, and tea. He had been suppressing his Qi ever since they entered the Lower Realm. Suppressing Qi was exhausting work, even for one of his nature. Qi was the inner life-energy that flowed through all beings, and holding it down drained him far more than he wished to admit. They ate as much as they could and carried the remainder for the journey ahead.

Muxan was always proactive. He gathered herbs, anticipated danger, and prepared remedies. If anything happened to Luo in the Lower Realm, it would be disastrous. And to avoid the Empress or Emperor discovering their ventures, it was safer to rely on herbal remedies from the Lower Realm, keeping their movements discreet. They pressed on without a moment’s sleep. Luo’s desperation consumed him, and Muxan knew that only Quin’s recovery could bring him peace. After three relentless days, Luo ﬁnally found her. She was still unconscious, drifting along the river’s current. Without hesitation, Luo lifted her from the water and poured his True Essence into her. 

His True Essence was his life core, a choice that could have left him irreparably wounded. Only fate held him back from giving more than he did. Yet even that small offering was reckless and perilous. Muxan warned him. “Luo, you are overexerting yourself. Such reckless use of your Essence could harm you.”

But Luo did not care. He was ready to sacrifice himself if that could help.  “I would give my entire life if it meant she could live.”

✦ ✧ ✦

They found a small lodge near the river. Muxan quickly built a ﬁre inside, spread clean sheets over the bed, then gathered provisions from the carriage. Quin’s body was still cold and needed more warmth. Muxan left to collect extra wood, leaving Luo alone with her. Luo held Quin tightly in his arms, guilt pressing heavily on his chest. 

He had failed to protect her, failed to stand at her side when she needed him most. The thought hollowed him from within. Every breath carried the ache of knowing she had suffered while he was powerless to reach her. His devotion to her was carved into his very spirit. Yet he had not been there to shield her from the darkness that closed around her. 

The guilt clung to him like a shadow, tightening with every thought of her pain. If he could have taken her suffering into his own body, he would have done so without hesitation. To him, her safety was worth more than his own life, and the knowledge that he had not been able to protect her was a wound that refused to heal.

His chest pressed close against her back, his hands rubbing her shoulders. Gently, he laid her on the bed. They lay together, one unconscious, and the other consumed with worry. At last, Quin’s body began to warm. Luo knew that within minutes she would awaken. He dreaded the thought of her opening her eyes to ﬁnd a stranger holding her. How frightened she would be, how confused. He longed to tell her everything, yet he also wanted to shield her. So he did what he thought was best: he quickly went outside the lodge.

The lodging he chose was perfect, a wooden structure near the riverbank. Quin had always loved water. The place was cozy, safe, and far from the main settlers. He could come and go as he wished, and it would be diﬃcult for strangers to ﬁnd. For added protection, he wove a seal around the dwelling, making it nearly impossible for outsiders to enter.

Luo made himself invisible to her eyes. His presence was constant, but unknown to her. As the days passed, Quin grew a little stronger, though she still could not remember why she was there. At times, the silence weighed heavily, and she felt lonely with no one else around. 

Muxan believed Luo was making a mistake by hiding the truth, and he made his opinion clear. He was direct by nature. He asked direct questions and offered honest answers. He did not usually soften his responses, not out of boldness, but simply because he believed clarity was kinder than uncertainty. “I think you should just tell her the truth. Explain it all to her,” Muxan said plainly.

“I know I should,” Luo replied, his voice tight, “but it’s not the right time. I cannot tell her now. I want her to be well ﬁrst. And maybe forgetting me, forgetting the things that drove her to take the pills, is best. What if it’s something she cannot live with? How did she even end up in that river? And what on earth are all those bruises on her body?”

That night, Luo remained by her side, turning over Muxan’s words in his mind. Maybe there is a middle ground. Let me start small and see what happens from there. 

He placed the Reﬂective Mirror at the bottom of a large container of water. The mirror’s Spiritual Essence was subtle but unique: it revealed what was invisible to the natural eye. Perhaps it wasn’t the wisest idea, but it might have helped Quin realize she was not alone. Quin was not someone easily frightened. Her nature leaned toward curiosity, toward intrigue in the unknown. The chance of her seeing him while he remained invisible was slim, but not impossible. If she looked close enough, she might. And perhaps, just perhaps, it could awaken a memory.

Days passed, and Quin did not go near the water. Yet Luo continued to watch and protect her from a distance, needing to know she was well. Finally, after about ﬁve days, she stared directly into the container of water where the Reﬂective Mirror lay hidden. Watching her from the shadows, Luo felt both relief and longing twist inside him. The mirror caught what the world could not, and he knew she had seen him when she turned toward the invisible shape of him.

Over time, her loneliness weighed on her less. Luo watched as Quin slept soundly, her breathing steady, her face serene. He lingered there, spending long moments simply watching her rest in peace. 

Yet he knew he would have to leave soon, uncertain of when he might be able to return. “If only she could remember. Am I willing to reveal myself to her? Or should I let it all remain invisible?” 

Watching Quin lie peacefully made Luo ache to draw her closer to himself, in ways he dared not allow. He found himself imagining the touch of her hair, the warmth of her cheek beneath his hand. Those thoughts alone were reason enough for him to leave. He could never impose himself on Quin while her memories were gone. He and Muxan vanished from the valley and reappeared in Hatyian that very night.

✦ ✧ ✦

As Luo left the Lower Realm that night, memories he had of Quin rose unbidden. Years earlier, he had ventured into the Lower Realm in disguise, concealing his identity. It was then that he met Quin. Their bond deepened quickly, though he knew it was forbidden. 

His thoughts drifted back to the first moment he saw her, then to the first time he held her in his arms. Each memory carried its own warmth, its own ache, but none struck him as deeply as the night they were stranded in the rain. They had taken shelter in a small lodge, its roof leaking, its walls trembling beneath the storm. A single candle burned stubbornly against the darkness, its light rippling across their faces. In that fragile glow, they kissed for the first time. It was a kiss shaped by longing and years of unspoken feelings, a kiss that held every truth they had been too afraid to voice. Luo felt his entire being drawn to her, and he knew her heart reached for him with the same intensity.

When she leaned in for another kiss, he hesitated. It took every ounce of restraint he possessed to step back, to murmur an excuse and slip outside. He stood in the downpour for hours, soaked to the bone, trembling from more than the cold. He knew she was hurt, perhaps even confused, but he could not let their first time together be shaped by secrecy. She deserved more than a moment stolen in the dark. At the very least, she needed to know he was from Hatyian. She deserved that truth, and he could not take another step toward her without offering it.

He wanted her to know who he truly was, the world he came from, and the reason their love was forbidden. More than desire, he wanted to honor her. He wanted to give her a future worthy of her, a life where she would never have to lower her head or hide her heart. Even if marriage between them seemed impossible, Luo was ready to fight for it. For her, he would challenge fate itself.

The desire to tell her the truth and the reality of what that truth would bring were always at war within him. He knew that revealing who he truly was could bring danger, not only to himself but to Quin as well. The truth carried weight, and that weight could crush them both. So he struggled with it, turning the decision over in his mind again and again, until at last he chose silence. Not forever, but not yet.

She knew his name and the truth of his heart. Yet Luo kept his true identity hidden, and eventually, he had no choice but to leave. Quin was left behind with a heart full of questions, frustrated by the mystery that clung to him like a shadow. Misunderstandings had always shaped their relationship. Yet Luo tried to soothe her worries whenever he could, insisting that everything he did was for her sake.

When duty called him back to Hatyian, he promised her he would return. Quin believed him. She waited with unwavering faith, even as the days stretched into what felt like an eternity. But while she waited, the world around her began to shift. Tension grew, alliances cracked, and the balance of the realms trembled.

It was all in the past now, yet the past had left wounds that had never fully healed. He vowed to tell her the truth, every part of it, but not yet. Before anything else, he needed to restore her memories. She deserved to remember who she had been and what they had shared. Only then could the truth stand between them without breaking her heart all over again. ❀ 
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​​​第2章​​ The Burden of Silent Oaths
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❧

Luo’s return to Hatyian brought no peace. The realm demanded his full attention the moment he arrived. The Emperor himself had ordered him to train the Hatyian Guardians without pause, warning of a coming battle whose timing remained uncertain. Luo had no choice but to obey.

Yet as he carried out the command, a quiet doubt lingered in his mind. He wondered whether the Emperor knew of his unsanctioned journey to the Lower Realm, whether this relentless task was a hidden punishment. But he dared not ask. In Hatyian, even a single question could be taken as defiance, and Luo would not risk drawing the Emperor’s gaze any closer than it already was.

He and Muxan drilled the Hatyian Guardians relentlessly, day after day, pushing them to strengthen their True Qi, sharpen their blades, and steady their spirits. Luo never allowed himself a moment of rest. His body grew weary, his limbs heavy from exhaustion, yet he continued without complaint.

But even as he moved through each form and command, his mind was elsewhere. Every quiet moment between strikes, every breath drawn between instructions carried the same thought. Quin. Her absence clung to him like a shadow. No matter how hard he trained, no matter how fiercely he tried to focus, she remained at the center of his thoughts, a constant ache he could not silence. How is she? Is she safe? 

The war in the Lower Realm could intensify at any moment, and he needed to see her. Yet how could he leave? What excuse could he oﬀer? If anyone discovered her existence, everything would collapse. Still, he had to take the risk. And for that, he needed Muxan.

Muxan had been Luo’s friend and protector since childhood. In the Hatyian Realm, every prince was paired with a warrior at birth, sworn to guard him with their life. Over the years, they had grown so close that they were like brothers. The distinction between prince and protector existed only in formal settings; they were shadows of each other, neither yielding a hint of rank. 

Luo cherished this bond. It allowed him to use Muxan as a double, shifting attention away from himself when danger loomed. Muxan’s loyalty had saved Luo more times than he could count. Their bond had always relied on honesty and unity. For years, they had shared that trust without wavering, never allowing anything to disturb the balance between them. It was a connection shaped by loyalty, strengthened by time, and held together by the quiet certainty that neither would ever stand alone.

“Muxan, I need a favor,” Luo said quietly. “You won the Emperor’s last favor, and he asked you for your desire. Could you use it to request a visit to the Lower Realm? I need to know what’s happening with Quin.”

Muxan sighed. “You know I wanted to visit the Horian Garden and ask Master Hu about the next level of cultivation. I need to strengthen my skills.”

“I know,” Luo replied, desperation tightening his voice. “But I truly need this. Ask me for anything, and I will give it to you if you do this for me.”

Muxan crossed his arms. “All right, I will do it. But you must let me come with you and protect you. I don’t care how dangerous it is down there; it’s my duty. And besides, I want that new sword Empress Lia gave you last season.”

Luo let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “I knew you were eyeing that sword the moment I received it.”

They both laughed, tension easing for a moment. But the real challenge lay ahead: persuading the Emperor. The only excuse Muxan could come up with was the upcoming martial tournament in the Lower Realm, events over which Lord Fargu himself presided. 

It was a ﬂimsy pretext, barely worthy of an audience. Yet with Lord Fargu’s inﬂuence stretching from Hatyian to the depths of the Lower Realm, even the Emperor would hesitate to dismiss it outright. 

✦ ✧ ✦

By dawn, Muxan sought an audience with Emperor Ti. The summons came swiftly. The Eternal Palace loomed before him, its jade pillars rising like spears into the heavens. As he stepped inside, he bowed low, forehead nearly touching the polished stone floor. 

Few in Hatyian were permitted to address the ruler simply as Emperor, yet Muxan had earned that privilege through years of unwavering loyalty and his fierce protection of Luo.

The Emperor lifted a hand, bidding him rise. His voice carried the weight of ages. “I have rarely seen you walk these halls without Luo at your side. Tell me, does this audience concern him, or is it a matter of your own?”

Muxan steadied his breath. The truth did concern Luo, and the Emperor possessed a gift that unsettled even the bravest warriors. He could peer into the depths of a person’s spirit, sensing deception as easily as one senses a shift in the wind. He did not always know a man’s thoughts, but he always knew when something was being withheld. And when he sensed it, he pressed until every truth lay bare.

Muxan chose his words with care, steadying his breath before he spoke. His voice was respectful, measured, and deliberately calm. “Yes, My Emperor. We request permission to descend to the Lower Realm. A martial tournament is underway, and Lord Fargu is presiding over it.”

At the mention of that name, the Emperor’s expression shifted, subtle yet unmistakable. When he spoke, his tone carried a quiet edge, as though weighing the implications behind every syllable. “So Lord Fargu will be present.”

“Yes, My Emperor,” Muxan replied, keeping his tone even and his posture composed. He forced his voice to remain steady, careful not to reveal the tension coiling beneath his ribs.

“And Luo wishes to attend this event?” the Emperor asked, his voice thoughtful, almost contemplative, as though he was turning the idea over in his mind.

“He does, My Emperor,” Muxan answered, his tone respectful but clipped, revealing nothing more than the surface truth.

The Emperor’s gaze sharpened, cutting through the air like a blade. When he spoke again, his voice was firm, carrying the weight of command and suspicion intertwined. “And for that reason alone?”

Muxan felt the weight of the question settle upon him like a stone. He could not lie to the Emperor, yet he dared not reveal the full truth. Luo wished to see Quin, and Quin lived in the Lower Realm. That much was true. So he shaped his answer around the truth that would not draw further questions.

He lowered his gaze respectfully and spoke with steady restraint. “The people, My Emperor. It is the people of the Lower Realm he wishes to see most.”

A long silence followed, stretching through the hall like a held breath. The Emperor studied him, his expression stolid, his presence filling the chamber with quiet authority. At last, he nodded, slow and deliberate. “Very well. It will do him good to understand the hearts of those below. You may go. Guard him well, keep him safe, and return the moment the competition concludes.”

Muxan bowed deeply, keeping his face composed and his breathing even. Only when he stepped beyond the palace doors, leaving the weight of the Emperor’s gaze behind, did he allow himself a single, quiet breath of relief. He prayed the Emperor had sensed nothing more than what he had spoken.

✦ ✧ ✦

Luo possessed many abilities. He needed no artifact to tear open a path. Light itself carried him across realms, delivering him to nearly any corner of the world. This meant he could visit Quin whenever he wished, and in the past, he had slipped away more than once to see her. 

But each time came with a cost. Important tasks often arose in his absence, and his disappearances didn’t go unnoticed. His heart longed to spend time with Quin, yet he had to keep it hidden from his parents and everyone else. Affections with those of the Lower Realm were forbidden, and the consequences under Hatyian law were grave. But thanks to Muxan, the Emperor granted permission for a visit to the Lower Realm, though with strict time constraints.

✦ ✧ ✦

By the time Luo and Muxan slipped through light and traveled to the Lower Realm, the martial tournament had already reached its height. The arena filled an entire valley; its stone platforms carved with ancient inscriptions that glowed each time a fighter released their Mortal Qi. 

Spectators from every territory crowded the stands. Merchants, nobles, wandering cultivators, and even shadow warriors watched from the shadows. Banners snapped in the wind, drums echoed across the mountains, and the air trembled with the clash of steel and spirit.

The spectacle created the perfect distraction. With so many eyes fixed on the duels, Luo’s descent went unnoticed. If he moved carefully in disguise, no one would question why he had appeared among the crowds. Yet none of it stirred him. The cheers, the flashing blades, the roaring Qi meant nothing to him. His purpose was not glory, politics, or recruitment. His purpose was Quin—only her.

His heart raced faster at the thought of seeing her again, even if she no longer remembered him. He would go to her, even if she looked at him with the eyes of a stranger. He would not forsake her, even if pain, pills, and time had erased the love they once shared. If I can restore even one memory... just one... He clung to that hope like a lifeline.

Lord Fargu of Hatyian presided as chief judge over the martial tournament, his presence ensuring order. For the Emperor, this was a lesson for Luo: a chance to observe the Lower Realm, to understand it, and, one day, to lead it. As the arena filled with voices, conversations rose and fell around him. Luo listened, but his mind wandered. The competition itself was one of the yearly events, showcasing the finest talents in the Lower Realm.

For Yu Lan, it was more than tradition. It was a test of his worth. He had trained relentlessly, year after year, hoping to break into the top three. Yet he always fell short, landing in fourth place. Outwardly, he masked his disappointment with laughter and cheers, but inside, he carried wounds of discontent and quiet frustration.

“Yu Lan, are you taking part in the competition today?” Su Mu asked, his voice bright with enthusiasm.

Yu Lan kept his expression neutral, though his thoughts burned. 

“Yes, I’m taking part,” he said aloud, smiling as usual. “Later, let’s go grab gemstones from the Glouppian Mountain just for fun, all right?”

“Sure thing. That would be a great celebratory scene when we get top three this year,” Su Mu replied, grinning.

The atmosphere shifted as Sung Hou and Rui Fin entered, striding triumphantly as if they owned the competition. Their egos towered higher than the goal posts, which climbed so far into the sky that no one could see their peak. Sung Hou’s victories were notorious. He relied on underhanded tactics, yet no one dared to challenge him. His parents were lofty figures, seated among the nobles, and their influence shielded him from consequence.

Rui Fin was different. Smart, handsome, and a capable fighter. He carried himself with quiet confidence. Yet what intrigued the crowd most was his engagement to Li Mou, daughter of the Prime Minister of the Eyong Realm. Li Mou was celebrated as one of the Lower Realm’s great beauties, second only to Quin. Rui Fin’s presence drew whispers, admiration, and envy in equal measure.

The air was cheerful, almost festive, yet beneath the laughter lay a sharp edge of seriousness. These competitions were not mere games. For the fighters, survival depended on constant training, readiness, and the will to face enemies both outside and within.

Yu Lan and Su Mu, though from different realms, shared a bond of friendship. Together they stood at the edge of the arena, waiting for the battles to begin, each carrying hopes, fears, and the weight of destiny.

Yu Lan hailed from Amaoxia, while Su Mu and Rui Fin came from Efuchou. Li Mou was from Eyong.

Most of the contestants had been meeting at the competition year after year, forging bonds of brotherhood through rivalry and respect. Su Mu was especially cordial, quick to laugh and eager to befriend anyone. He cared little about a person's realm of origin, believing that character mattered more than birthplace.

✦ ✧ ✦

Lord Fargu arrived just in time to witness Rui Fin and Su Mu’s battle. The clash was fierce. Su Mu was a natural talent with the sword, his strikes fluid and precise. Yet his skill was narrow. He had never mastered the elemental arts. Rui Fin, by contrast, was versatile. He shifted between swordplay and elemental control with ease, his movements diverse and unpredictable.

Su Mu drew his sword with practiced ease. His movements were sharp, precise, and fluid. It was the mark of a man who had devoted his life to the blade. When he struck, the steel sang, cutting through the air with deadly grace. His footwork was flawless, his rhythm unbroken, each swing flowing into the next like water.

Rui Fin, however, was mercurial. He matched Su Mu’s strikes with ease, and his real advantage came from his ever-shifting tactics. One moment, he parried with his sword; the next, he summoned a burst of Mortal Qi. A gust of wind that forced Su Mu back, or a spark of flame that lit the edge of his blade. His style was harder to read, and his attacks were layered with range.

The clash intensified. Su Mu pressed forward, his sword flashing in relentless arcs, each strike aimed to overwhelm. Rui Fin countered with calm precision, shifting between steel and element, forcing Su Mu to adapt. Sparks flew as blades collided, the sound of steel ringing across the arena.

The crowd roared with every exchange. Some cheered Su Mu’s mastery of the sword, admiring his dedication. Others shouted Rui Fin’s name, marveling at his ability to weave different arts together.

Lord Fargu leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he studied their movements. He admired Su Mu’s discipline, but he knew the limits of a single skill. Rui Fin’s adaptability impressed him more. He was a fighter who could bend and shift with the tide of battle.

Beside him sat Master Tao of Yiwangwo and Master Jiana of Vapinde, each bearing the solemn authority of their sects. Their purpose was unmistakable. They had come to seek out the strongest warriors the Lower Realm could offer, no matter their lineage or allegiance. The threat of Lushao and Naping still lingered. Those two realms had turned their backs on the alliance, and the balance of power had begun to fracture. Only by gathering new strength could the remaining realms hope to stand against what was coming.

Both judges recognized the importance of versatility. In wars against Lushao and Naping, a warrior who could wield both blade and element was far more valuable than one bound to a single path.

The duel reached its peak when Su Mu launched a flurry of strikes, his blade moving faster than the eye could follow. Rui Fin staggered under the assault, his defense faltering. But then, with a sudden burst of Mortal Qi, he unleashed a wave of wind that knocked Su Mu off balance.

In that instant, Rui Fin’s sword found its mark, stopping just short of Su Mu’s chest. The arena erupted in cheers. The judges raised their hands, declaring Rui Fin the victor. Su Mu lowered his blade, breathing heavily, but he smiled. He had fought with all his strength, and though he had lost, he accepted it with grace. Rui Fin offered him a hand, pulling him to his feet. Their eyes met, and for a moment, rivalry gave way to respect. Lord Fargu watched attentively, his gaze sharp and discerning. 

The competition unfolded across eight rounds, with sixteen distinguished warriors. Each battle drew cheers, gasps, and murmurs from the crowd. The air was alive with Spiritual Qi, a mixture of festivity and solemnity. For the fighters, this was more than a spectacle. It was survival and preparation for wars, both seen and unseen.

Yet Luo’s mind was still elsewhere. He cared little for the battles. His focus was on slipping away unnoticed, finding Quin. Muxan cautioned him against the risk, but Luo’s heart was agitated. Just as he prepared to leave, Lord Fargu’s eyes found him in the crowd. Luo froze. He had no choice but to stay. It had been a long time since he had seen Lord Fargu. Insightful by nature, Luo trusted Muxan’s advice, which often proved correct. 

✦ ✧ ✦

Growing up, the Emperor had been consumed by the burdens of the realm, leaving much of Luo’s cultivation in Lord Fargu’s hands. For many years, the bond between master and disciple had been strong, built on trust, discipline, and quiet affection. But as time passed, a distance began to form between them.

Empress Lia, with her gentle voice and carefully placed words, had sown subtle seeds of doubt. She never spoke openly against Lord Fargu, yet her suggestions lingered like shadows in Luo’s mind. Lord Fargu still cherished every moment he had spent guiding Luo, but the boy who once looked to him with unwavering respect now seemed distant, almost indifferent. The change pained him, though he carried the hurt in silence, as all loyal servants of the realm were expected to do.

In truth, Luo held deep respect for Lord Fargu. Yet trust had been fractured. He could not leave, but he needed to avoid speaking with his former master. Fortunately, the competition itself proved the perfect distraction. The battles demanded the judges’ full attention, leaving Lord Fargu no time to approach. And that was exactly what Luo wanted.

The winners were announced. Rui Fin stood triumphant, his victory echoing across the arena. Sung Hou claimed second, his smirk betraying the underhanded tactics that had carried him so far. And at last, Yu Lan, after years of falling short, secured the third spot. The crowd erupted in cheers, banners waved, and voices rose in celebration.

For Luo, however, the moment was not about glory. As the noise swelled, it became the perfect cover. No one noticed when he shifted his gaze toward the exit, his heart already racing ahead to Quin. Muxan caught his eye, a silent signal passing between them. Together, they slipped away, vanishing into the shadows while the crowd remained fixed on the victors.

✦ ✧ ✦

In a flash of Light Travel, the competition vanished behind them. Ahead waited Quin, along with the choices that would decide both their futures. ❀ 
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❧

The roar of the crowd still echoed faintly behind them as Luo and Muxan slipped away from the arena. Every step he took carried him closer to Quin. He did not think of vows or futures, nor of the forbidden bond that tied them together. Those thoughts belonged to another time. Now, he wanted only to see her. To know she was safe, to feel her presence near him once more.

The silence of the road was a balm after the noise of the competition. Luo walked quickly. His cloak was drawn tight.  His mind was filled with memories of her laughter, her gaze, and the way her presence had once steadied him. She would not remember those moments now, but he did. And that was enough to drive him forward. 

Muxan followed at his side, saying little. He understood. Some journeys were not about duty or destiny, but about longing. It was the simple need to be near the one who mattered most.

For months, Luo had searched in secret for a way to restore Quin’s memories, slipping into the Lower Realm and discovering a means to reach her. Now she possessed more than a mere reflection of him. She had shaped him into a friend with a form of his own. Each absence was a battle against time and secrecy. Muxan, loyal as ever, spun careful distractions at the council, weaving excuses so the Emperor would not suspect Luo’s long absences in the Lower Realm. But Luo knew the danger was growing. If the Emperor discovered his actions, it would be a disaster beyond repair.

In disguise, Luo had introduced himself to Quin as a wandering friend. Their bond grew quickly, though it was bittersweet. He carried all their old memories of laughter, tears, and love. But she carried none. It was frustrating, yet strangely beautiful. Luo found himself falling in love with her all over again, as if fate had given him a second chance.

After countless nights spent studying ancient texts and forgotten scrolls on how to restore her memory, he found a path forward. Hope revealed itself in the form of a sacred blossom that grew only in Naping, known as the Flower of Grief. It was said to awaken long-lost memories, drawing them back from the shadows of the mind when consumed.

Yet the flower was perilously fragile. Once plucked, it endured no longer than two hours before crumbling to dust. The flower’s Qi was fleeting, its window narrow, and the price for using it was immense. But for her sake, he was willing to chase even the most fragile hope.

The path was dangerous, and if the Emperor learned of their quest, Luo’s deception would be exposed. He contemplated how to explain this to Quin. 

✦ ✧ ✦

He arrived at her lodge. Without warning, a sudden ripple stirred the air, freezing his heart in an instant. Someone was breaking the barrier he had placed around her lodge. A barrier woven with his True Qi, strong enough to repel any ordinary force, yet crafted with such precision that no trace of its maker could be discerned.

No one in the Lower Realm should have had the ability to breach it. That meant only one thing: someone from Hatyian had crossed it, possibly the Emperor himself. A chill coiled through his chest as the thought settled. The implications were dangerous. He forced his breathing to steady, though unease pressed hard against his ribs. If the Emperor had truly come, discovery would be unforgivable. Everything he had risked depended on remaining unseen.

He drew his True Qi inward, dimming his presence until it thinned like morning mist. Luo shifted instantly into invisibility, one of his many strengths.  All he could do now was pray that whoever breached the barrier would pass without sensing him. Muxan hid carefully by slipping outside undetected. 

Hidden, Luo watched Quin as she watered her small vegetable garden, unaware of the danger. The barrier shattered, and through the breach stepped Lord Fargu. Luo’s mind reeled. What is he doing here? How could Lord Fargu know Quin? Does he know of our bond? Has he come to harm her?

Luo was about to reveal himself when Lord Fargu spoke. “Do you remember me?”

Quin turned, startled. “Your face looks strangely familiar, but I cannot recall. Who are you?”

“I am Lord Fargu,” he said gently. “I know your father, Physician Din. He is much older now, but still an acquaintance of mine. He was worried about you, so he asked me to search for you. Fortunately, I have found you here.”

Quin’s brow furrowed. She did not even remember her own father. How could I forget him? She wondered. Physician Din must be truly worried.

Lord Fargu studied her carefully. Her memory loss was too severe. A simple fall into the river could not have caused such damage. Only an eternal pill could strip memories so completely. He began to suspect the Emperor had discovered her identity. But he hid his thoughts well, his expression calm. “Never mind,” he reassured her. “We will go to Physician Din’s mansion. You will remember everything soon.”

Though Quin had no memories, the Essence within her resonated with Lord Fargu. She felt a strange trust toward him, as if her spirit recognized him even if her mind did not. “But I must wait for my friend,” she said softly. “He has been staying with me.”

“Friend?” Lord Fargu asked curiously. “Does he live here with you?”

Quin answered, “No. He visits but leaves quickly. Yet he always returns.”

Lord Fargu’s resolve hardened, as if steel had settled in his core. He had no intention of leaving her in the lodge any longer. He aimed to uncover who had harmed her and who had placed the barrier. He was determined to rescue her today. “Everything will be well,” he said firmly. “You may leave a letter for your friend. He will understand.”

Quin remembered how to write, though she did not know her friend’s name. Luo had never told her. She wrote a simple note: “To my dear friend who helps me, I am leaving the lodge today to go back to my father’s mansion. His name is Physician Din. I am sorry I could not say goodbye. But if we ever meet again, I will be sure to repay your kindness.”

Lord Fargu watched her write, then added a protection seal over the note. The seal would allow him to trace anyone who touched it. Quin gathered her belongings and left the lodge with Lord Fargu.

Luo’s heart twisted. Everything was becoming more complicated. He believed Lord Fargu had defected, perhaps plotting to overthrow the Emperor. Yet he also saw how caring he was toward Quin. Was he using her? Would he eventually harm her?

Fortunately, Luo had seen Lord Fargu add the protection seal. He did not touch the note, though he longed to. Anything from Quin was a treasure to him. Instead, he read it from a distance, his heart aching at her words. He reached into his robe and withdrew the Reflective Mirror. The mirror was no ordinary artifact. Forged in Hatyian, it could reveal truths hidden behind illusions, secrets buried in shadows, and even the faint traces of memory lost to time. Its surface shimmered like water, yet when Luo gazed into it, he could glimpse fragments of the past and the unseen threads of fate.

The mirror was dangerous. In the wrong hands, it could expose disguises, reveal hidden identities, and uncover secrets meant to remain buried. That was why Luo guarded it so fiercely. He had brought it with him, knowing it might be the only way to protect Quin or guide her toward the flower in Naping.

But the mirror carried a cost. Each use drained the wielder’s Qi, and prolonged gazing could blur the line between reality and illusion. Luo had to be careful. He lifted it now, angling it toward the note Quin had left. Through its shimmering surface, her words glowed faintly, infused with her Essence. He saw not only her handwriting, but the spirit woven into each stroke. Though she had forgotten him, her soul remembered. Tears burned his eyes. “Quin... even without memory, you still carry me within you.” The mirror dimmed, its power fading for the night. Luo concealed it once more, his resolve unshaken.

✦ ✧ ✦

Ahead, Lord Fargu led Quin away from the lodge. She walked beside him, uncertain but strangely comforted. His presence stirred something deep within her, though she could not name it. Lord Fargu spoke little, his mind racing. Who placed that seal? Who stripped her memories so completely? Was it the Emperor? Or someone else? He vowed silently to uncover the truth.

Quin glanced at him. “You said you know my father. What is he like?”

Lord Fargu’s heart ached. “He is wise, skilled in medicine. He has always cared for you.”

She looked up, confusion tightening her voice, the question slipping out with a tremor she could not hide. “Then why can’t I remember him?”

Lord Fargu answered with a calm, steady tone, the kind meant to anchor a storming heart. His words carried both sorrow and certainty, as though he had witnessed loss before. “Memories can be stolen, but Essence cannot. You will find your way back.”

✦ ✧ ✦

Hidden by invisibility, Luo followed from a distance, careful not to be sensed. His heart ached with longing, yet his resolve only hardened. He would not give up. He would ﬁnd the Flower of Grief. He would restore her memories. And he would uncover the truth about Lord Fargu. Was he an ally or enemy? The path ahead was perilous, but his heart had already chosen.

✦ ✧ ✦

Physician Din had never known such wealth or inﬂuence until Lord Fargu entrusted him with a fortune. With jade, silver, and gold ﬂowing into his coﬀers, the once humble physician transformed into a man of prominence in the Lower Realm. His mansion, once modest, now gleamed with lanterns strung across its courtyards, silken banners ﬂuttering in the winter breeze, and tables laden with delicacies from every corner of the realm.

Tonight, he threw a lavish celebration to honor Quin’s return. Word spread quickly, and nobles, ministers, scholars, and warriors arrived in carriages. The presence of Lord Fargu himself elevated the gathering to legendary status. His reputation as a beast slayer, defender of the realms, and Lord of Hatyian made nobles whisper in awe.

The courtyards were alive with music. Zither strings trembled beneath nimble ﬁngers, ﬂutes sang like birds, and drums echoed like distant thunder. Dancers spun in ﬂowing robes, their sleeves trailing like clouds. Lanterns glowed in every corner, casting warm light upon the guests.

Physician Din greeted each arrival with a smile. He basked in the crowd's admiration, his status evident in every gesture. Yet beneath his polished exterior, he carried secrets. Secrets that could one day unravel everything.

From the shadows, Luo watched with a tightening chest. Lord Fargu roamed freely, his face uncovered, his name celebrated. Luo, by contrast, had to hide behind disguises, his identity forbidden to surface. He clenched his ﬁsts, his heart aching as he saw Quin surrounded by admirers, unaware of who he truly was.

Lord Fargu, too, carried jealousy, though he buried it deep. He feared that if she learned the truth, it would shatter her fragile peace. So he kept his distance, guarding her with quiet protection.  He could not bear to call her by Physician Din’s surname. Even though the physician had raised her as his own child, the name felt wrong to him. It created a distance he could not accept.

Long ago, he had asked permission to use only her given name, Quin. From that moment, everyone around her followed his lead. No one saw it as disrespect. It simply became the way she was known. The choice was unusual, but those close to her accepted it without question.

Lord Fargu carried reasons he never voiced. Each time he imagined her being called by another man’s name, a quiet ache stirred in him. It settled deep, persistent, and impossible to ignore. He had watched over her for years. He had guided her steps, protected her, and cared for her more than he ever admitted. The thought of her belonging, even in name, to someone else was more than he could endure. So he held tightly to the one thing he could claim without revealing anything, her name. 

The celebration unfolded with grandeur—gifts piled high: jade ornaments, embroidered silks, sacred scrolls, and golden trinkets. Noble women whispered behind fans, their eyes lingering on Lord Fargu. Ministers debated politics in hushed tones. Scholars recited poetry, their voices rising above the music. Among the guests was Li Mou’s father, the Prime Minister of Eyong, whose presence added weight to the occasion. 

Li Mou herself stood radiant, though her smile was sharp. She had long harbored jealousy toward Quin, knowing Rui Fin’s heart leaned toward her. Tonight, however, she restrained herself. This was Quin’s celebration, and Li Mou dared not embarrass her father.

Rui Fin, overwhelmed with joy, approached Quin. “It is like a dream,” he whispered. “I thought I had lost you forever.” His eyes glistened with tears. He had tried to rescue her before but failed, and guilt gnawed at him. Yet relief ﬂooded him now that she stood before him, alive.

Quin’s expression, however, was blank. She did not remember him. The emptiness in her gaze pierced Rui Fin’s heart. Li Mou, watching, felt a wave of relief. Quin’s memory loss meant her rival no longer held Rui Fin’s aﬀection, at least not consciously.

Physician Din stepped forward quickly and addressed the crowd. “Quin suﬀered a fall during her escape. Her memory is temporarily lost. But with time and care, she will recover.”

Sympathy rippled through the guests. Many oﬀered words of comfort, though some whispered in corners, plotting how to use this weakness against Physician Din. Political rivals saw an opportunity in Quin’s condition.

Li Mou approached Quin with feigned warmth. “Welcome back, dear Quin,” she said sweetly. “We are so glad you are safe.” But her eyes betrayed her insincerity. Quin, though memoryless, felt something was wrong. Her Essence stirred uneasily in Li Mou’s presence.

✦ ✧ ✦

The mansion still pulsed with music and laughter, but Quin felt none of it. Lanterns glowed, dancers spun, nobles laughed over cups of wine. Yet she stood apart, her heart heavy. The celebration was meant for her, yet she felt like a stranger in her own life.

She smiled politely, accepted gifts, and listened to words of sympathy. But every gesture reminded her of what she had lost. Her memories were gone, buried somewhere she could not reach. Faces surrounded her, claiming to be friends, family, and acquaintances, yet none stirred recognition.

Rui Fin’s words had been warm, Li Mou’s presence unsettling, and Physician Din’s explanations had soothed the crowd. But Quin herself felt hollow. She longed for the one person who had made her feel safe in recent months. She needed the nameless friend who had visited her in the lodge. He had never told her his name, yet his presence had been enough. Being near him had brought her peace and a sense of belonging she could not replicate with anyone else. Surrounded by nobles and kin, she felt more alone than ever.

✦ ✧ ✦

Seeking escape, Quin slipped quietly out of the crowded hall. She wandered into the gardens, where the night air was cool, and the stars glittered above. The noise of the celebration faded behind her, replaced by the soft rustle of leaves and the distant chirp of crickets. She tilted her head back, gazing at the heavens. The stars seemed endless, cold and distant. Yet she searched them as if they might hold answers. What am I looking for? She wondered. Why does my heart ache for someone I cannot name?

Lord Fargu noticed her absence. He followed at a distance, his steps silent. He found her standing beneath the stars, her eyes ﬁlled with longing. His heart clenched. What thoughts ﬁll the mind of one who remembers nothing? Who does she search for in the sky?

He longed to tell her the truth, but he could not. Knowledge would endanger her. To ﬁnd her this time, he had used the last of her mother’s Essence—a bittersweet reality. The ﬁnal trace of Song Mua was gone. Yet it was enough to locate her and guide her back to the only home she had ever known. Lord Fargu turned away from Quin, leaving her alone beneath the stars. 

Luo seized the moment. Quin spotted him from a distance. Her eyes lit up, and she hurried toward him. Her steps were quick, and her heart raced. “Friend!” she exclaimed, smiling. “I don’t even know your name. I am so glad you came. You must have received my note.” 

Her cheeks ﬂushed, though she tried to hide it. Luo’s heart soared. He longed to embrace her, to tell her everything. But he restrained himself. His disguise was necessary. No one could know he was here.  “I just came to see if you were well,” he said softly. “I cannot stay long.”

“Oh, I wanted to introduce you to some of my friends,” Quin replied eagerly.

“That would be wonderful,” Luo said, his voice heavy with regret. “But perhaps another time. I must leave soon.”

Quin’s smile faltered. Disappointment clouded her eyes. Luo felt helpless. He wanted to hold her, to promise he would never leave. Instead, he bent down and plucked a wildﬂower from the garden. He handed it to her.

Quin’s face brightened. It was only a simple ﬂower, but from him it meant the world. She held it close, her heart warming. They walked together in silence, the night air cool around them. Luo guided her back toward the mansion, his steps slow, savoring every moment. At the door, she turned to thank him, but he was already gone.

Hidden in the shadows, Luo clenched his ﬁsts. His longing was unbearable, but his resolve remained. He would ﬁnd the Flower of Grief. He would restore her memories. And he would protect her, even if it meant risking everything. As he slipped away into the night, Luo’s thoughts churned. How can I continue like this? Watching her from afar, hiding behind disguises, unable to tell her the truth? He remembered the days before her heart was closed from the past. Yet even now, her Essence still reached for him.

✦ ✧ ✦

The Reﬂective Mirror weighed heavily in his robes. He had used it to glimpse her spirit, to see the fragments of memory that lingered within her. Each time, it drained him, but he could not resist. The mirror whispered that her memories were not gone, only hidden, waiting to be awakened. 

The Flower of Grief was his only hope. But the journey to Naping was perilous. If he were caught, it would mean ruin. Yet when Quin had smiled at him tonight, when she had blushed and held the wildﬂower close, he knew he could not abandon her. 

Quin returned to the celebration with the wildflower clutched in her hand. She smiled politely at the nobles, but her thoughts lingered on her friend. He had come, even if only briefly. His presence had filled her with warmth, a feeling she could not explain. She tucked the flower into her sleeve, close to her heart. One day, she thought, I will learn who he truly is.

Lord Fargu, watching from afar, noticed Quin’s absence and her return with the flower. His eyes narrowed. Was someone with her? He had placed a protection seal on her note, but the stranger had not touched it. That meant he was cautious, skilled, and aware of Lord Fargu’s Qi. Suspicion gnawed at him. The stranger’s intentions are a mystery, and the Emperor’s schemes have a way of turning up in unexpected places. Lord Fargu vowed to uncover the truth. He would not let anyone harm Quin. ❀ 
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