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Dear Reader,

Welcome back to this world of shifting realms and rising Qi. If you have journeyed through the first two books, you already know that this is a place shaped by more than duty and desire. It is a world where cultivation is both discipline and survival, where dragons stir, and ancient seals hold back forces older than memory. By now, you’ve watched these characters grow, falter, and rise again, each step reshaping the paths they thought they understood.

This third book enters a new stage of their journey. Training deepens. Old techniques no longer suffice. New realms open, each carrying its own dangers and wonders. Power must be earned, and truths once hidden begin to surface. The balance between worlds trembles, and the first quiet tremors of war ripple through the air.

Yet even as the scope widens and the stakes sharpen, the heart of the story remains rooted in the people who carry it, in their longing and love. In the ties that bind them together and the choices that threaten to pull them apart. This is a book about courage in the face of shifting fate, about holding onto warmth when the world grows colder, and about choosing a path even when every step carries risk.

Thank you for continuing this journey. I hope these pages bring you wonder, ache, and the sense of standing at the threshold of something vast. —M. N Boothe

Epigraph

“Understand this. A mirror shows what stands before it, but that does not mean the image is complete or accurate. What you saw was shaped by your own perception, and perception can be clouded by emotion, memory, or expectation. The vision did not judge you. It simply revealed how you see yourself.”


—Master Hu



This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, organizations, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. No part of this work is intended to represent or depict any real individual, group, or event. Any similarities are unintentional and purely coincidental.
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第1章 Discipline and Distance
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❧

Morning light crept through the silk curtains of Luo’s private chamber, soft and pale as dawn mist. Quin slept beside him, her breath steady, her hair spilling across the embroidered bedding like a dark river. Luo watched her for a quiet moment, letting the stillness settle around them. There was something grounding in the sight of her safe and untroubled, something he did not take for granted.

Then, careful not to wake her, he rose from the bed and slipped into the adjoining chamber where their child slept. He lifted the infant into his arms, holding him with a steadiness that came as naturally as breathing. The child curled against him, warm and trusting, and for a moment the world felt gentler.

Beyond the chamber walls, the palace stirred to life. Voices drifted through the corridors, footsteps echoing over jade and marble floors polished to a mirror’s sheen. And then it came, the hour’s chime.

Physician Din tended to the three new arrivals, his hands steady though his heart trembled with worry. The atmosphere had shifted. What began in alarm had softened into relief, and something close to joy.

Yet even safety could not erase the memory of Dahar. Its shadow clung to them still.

Gou Sisi and the others made their way to the nearest courtyard, the one just beyond the dining hall. It was quiet at this hour, warmed by gentle sunlight and framed by carved jade archways. The space felt open enough to breathe, touched by the faint scent of flowering spirit grass and unfamiliar blossoms whose petals glistened like brushed gold.

Gou Sisi remained the quietest among them.

She sat slightly apart, her posture composed but her eyes alert, aware of the unspoken distance that lingered between her and the others. They all knew of her father’s deeds, the destruction he had caused, the lives he had shattered. No one treated her with hostility, but the caution was there, subtle as a shadow.

Su Mu watched her with narrowed eyes, suspicion threading beneath the easy humor he usually wore like armor. He had always been the wary one, the shield of their small group, and trust, once broken, was not something he offered easily.

When he caught Rui Fin’s eye, he tilted his head toward the shaded edge of the courtyard. Rui Fin understood immediately. The two slipped away far enough that their voices would not carry, their steps quiet on the stone path. 

“What is she doing here, and how did you get here?” Su Mu asked. His voice was low, but the tension beneath it was certain.

The pendant’s aura curled faintly around Gou Sisi’s neck, brushing against Su Mu like an unseen hand. He felt its pull, subtle and insistent, but it slid off him without effect. He told himself it was hatred that shielded him, the rage he carried for what had been done to Li Mai. But the pendant sensed what he had never revealed to another. Beneath the anger, his heart had never stopped belonging to her. 

“Rui Fin, her father is not someone we can overlook,” Su Mu continued. “You know what Empress Lia did to Li Mai, Sung Hou, and the child. None of them acted alone. Everyone in that circle played a part, whether they lifted a blade or allowed it to happen.”

Rui Fin listened, but Su Mu pressed on, his voice gaining weight.

“When I was in Dahar, I saw something far worse than their allegiance,” Su Mu said. “Their warriors were handling corrupted Dragon Essence. It was not wild or drifting through the atmosphere. It was the suppressed Essence, the kind that should have been impossible to draw out again. Yet they had it contained, refined, and even prepared it for passage. They were moving it with intention, not desperation. Whatever they are planning is far more dangerous and far more deliberate than we imagined.”

He did not look toward Gou Sisi, but the weight of his words made it clear that her sudden appearance was not something he could dismiss as a coincidence.

“That is why I can’t simply accept her presence,” Su Mu said. “Not when her family is tied to something that dangerous.”

Rui Fin finally spoke. “Su Mu, I know. I have questioned these things as well,” he said quietly. “But in Dahar, we wouldn’t have escaped without her. It was her invisible pendant that opened the way.”

Su Mu turned toward him. “What do you mean? The pendant allowed you to cross realms?”

“Not exactly,” Rui Fin replied. He paused, recalling the moment with painful clarity. “The artifact Maid Wu wielded reacted to her pendant. Together, they opened a way into Hatyian. I don’t fully understand how, but it happened.” 

Su Mu was not ready to accept that. The memory of Yu Lan’s fate clung to him, raw and unhealed. He turned to Rui Fin, his voice trembling with restrained fury.

“Her father may not have held the blade that struck the final blow, but he stood beside Empress Lia and those who entered Lord Fargu’s mansion. Whether through intent or silent consent, he was part of the chain that led to the suffering of our friends.”

Rui Fin knew there was no way to convince Su Mu in that moment. The anger in Su Mu’s eyes was not something words could soften. So he spoke gently, choosing each word with care.

“Su Mu, I understand,” he said. “You’re right that we should be cautious. But I’m here, and Li Mou is here, alive and unharmed. For now, let us hold to that. The rest can wait a little longer.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice in an attempt to steady the storm building in his friend.

“I know it’s hard. I know what you carry. But I promise you this: we’ll find a way to uncover the truth, and we’ll be ready for whatever comes.”

But even as he spoke, his attention drifted almost immediately. He kept glancing toward the corridors as if expecting someone to appear.

Su Mu caught it at once. “You’re looking for Li Mou.”

Rui Fin did not try to hide it. “Yes. Do you know where she went?”

“She and Quin walked toward the western courtyard,” Su Mu said.

Rui Fin hesitated, then quietly asked, “Come with me. I’m not familiar with this place.”

Su Mu fell into step beside him. As they walked, he watched his friend from the corner of his eye. There was a shift in Rui Fin’s presence. He saw a quiet pull, something deeper than the steady loyalty he had always shown Li Mou. It was subtle, but undeniable. 

When they reached the courtyard, they saw Li Mou standing with Quin in a quiet corner overlooking the gardens, speaking softly. Relief washed through Rui Fin at the sight of them both safe. But for the first time, it was not Quin’s comfort that tugged at him. It was Li Mou.

The change had taken root somewhere between Dahar’s terror and their desperate escape through Gou Sisi’s unstable portal.

Quin saw him approaching and paused mid-sentence. Her gaze flicked between him and Li Mou, and a small, knowing smile touched her lips. She gently touched Li Mou’s hand. 

“I will leave you now,” she said, then stepped away and walked toward him.

“Go,” Quin murmured as she passed, her words were warm with understanding.

Su Mu followed Quin back toward the main hall, leaving Rui Fin and Li Mou alone in the soft morning light.

Rui Fin approached slowly, not wanting to startle her, not wanting to rush the moment. When she looked up and saw him, her whole face lit with a smile that reached her ears. He sat beside her, close enough that their breaths mingled in the cool air.

And in that quiet, fragile moment, they both understood that something real had begun to grow between them.

✽✽✽

The Emperor’s private audience chamber was quiet when Lord Fargu entered. The incense burned low, its smoke curling upward in thin, deliberate lines. The silence carried the weight of the Lower Realm’s collapse and the heavier weight of truths revealed too late.

Lord Fargu bowed deeply. “My Emperor.”

“Rise, Lord Fargu,” the Emperor said.

His voice was calm, but urgency threaded through it. “We have much to discuss.”

Lord Fargu straightened. Exhaustion clung to him, etched into the lines around his eyes. The grief of the Lower Realm’s fall still shadowed him, but the Emperor’s gaze held something more than sympathy.

“There are whispers,” the Emperor said quietly. “Whispers about Luo. About the woman in his palace.”

Lord Fargu’s breath quieted.

“And now, with the seal’s breach and more visitors appearing at his palace, those whispers grow louder. They smell opportunity. Or scandal.”

Lord Fargu inclined his head. “Prince Luo wishes only to protect her and their child. And we still do not know how Gou Sisi and the others arrived here.”

“Then seek the truth of it,” the Emperor said. “No stone left unturned.” 

He paused, then shifted. “And regarding Quin... do you intend to claim her publicly?”

Lord Fargu hesitated. Not because he doubted the answer, but because the truth was heavy.

“She has known me all her life,” Lord Fargu said. “As Physician Din’s friend. As someone who visited often. Someone who watched over her. Someone she trusted.”

The Emperor nodded. “And only recently learned you are her father.”

“Yes,” Lord Fargu replied. “The truth was unexpected for her, yet she accepted it. There is harmony between us. More than I have earned.”

The Emperor paced a few steps, hands clasped behind his back. “And now? Now that she knows? Now that the child is born?”

Lord Fargu’s voice grew more controlled. “She is still finding her footing. Still learning to stand in this new truth. But she is steady and strong.”

A brief silence settled. Not empty, but full of unspoken truths.

“Luo,” the Emperor said, “is fiercely protective. He refuses to let anyone use her name, her past, or her bloodline as a weapon.”

Lord Fargu nodded. “He is right to refuse.”

“Perhaps,” the Emperor replied. “But secrecy has a cost. And the longer this remains hidden, the greater the shock when it comes to light.”

Lord Fargu bowed his head. “I know.”

“For now,” the Emperor said, “her identity and the child remain hidden. And the marriage remains unannounced.”

A shadow passed through his expression like a warning only he understood. 

“But understand this, Lord Fargu,” the Emperor said. “The Eternal Councilors will not remain uninformed forever. And when the truth reaches them, they will not respond with kindness.” 

He added, “I must act soon, for his protection and for the stability of the realm.”

Lord Fargu bowed his head. “I understand, My Emperor.”

The Emperor nodded once. His tone shifted, colder. “Now... to the breach.”

Lord Fargu straightened.

The Emperor’s eyes darkened. “There is something you must hear,” he said. “Something I have kept quiet for a long while.”

Lord Fargu’s pulse quickened.

“The only way the Realm Seal could have been touched is through the Shifting Artifact,” the Emperor said. 

He turned toward the window, the light catching the hard line of his jaw. “For it to awaken, a dragon’s presence is almost certain. Their power resonates with it. Their breath can stir it.”

His gaze stilled as if he were seeing a truth no one else could.  “I have my suspicions. But I need proof.” 

Lord Fargu swallowed. “Then the breach was not Lint Ji’s doing alone.”

“No,” the Emperor said. “Empress Lia’s hand is in it. And Lint Ji lacks the strength to accomplish this on his own. Someone else acted... or something older.”

The chamber seemed to grow colder. 

“We must press them for everything they witnessed in Dahar,” the Emperor continued. “They may have seen a dragon without realizing it.”

Lord Fargu bowed. “As you command.”

The Emperor stepped closer, lowering his voice. 

“If the artifact remains in Dahar under the influence of dragons, they will continue to breach Hatyian. Our seal cannot hold forever.”

Lord Fargu’s jaw jolted. “Then we must plan.”

“Yes,” the Emperor said. “Quietly, for now. If the councilors learn dragons may walk the realms again, panic will spread faster than truth. And if the dragons seek something in Hatyian... they will tear the realm apart to claim it.”

The Emperor’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Prepare yourself, Lord Fargu. The dragons are moving. And the world will not remain unchanged.”

Lord Fargu bowed deeply, the weight of the revelation settling across his shoulders like a mantle he could not cast aside. “Yes, My Emperor.”

He turned to leave, his steps measured, but his thoughts moved with a clarity that cut deeper than before.

Every thread he had gathered over the years rose to the surface, aligning one by one.

The collapse of the Lower Realm. The inconsistencies in the reports that had once seemed too scattered to name, and the hidden chamber within General Gou’s mansion that was guarded too carefully. Each fragment his spies had delivered, each whispered account, and each overlooked detail now shifted in meaning. 

Lord Fargu’s gaze hardened slightly as he walked toward the doors. If there is a hand guiding these events, I will find it. And when I do, it will not escape my grasp. ✿
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❧

Back in the Lower Realm, chaos continued. Many of the Hatyian Guardians who had remained ascended the night fire fell from the sky. But Lord Fargu’s secret warriors did not return. They knew their purpose, and even if it cost them their lives, they would complete their task.

Xue Wenzhan and Commander Rhuang worked through the ruin, their robes scorched and hanging in torn strips. The air stung with ash, but they pushed forward through the wreckage without pause.

They hauled survivors from shattered homes, pulling stone aside with bare hands when Qi ran thin. When strength returned, they lifted collapsed beams with raw force, the ground trembling under the strain. They carried children out of burning corridors, shielded respected seniors with their own bodies, and guided the injured toward the hidden chambers Lord Fargu had ordered built long before any of them understood why.

The shield chambers were reinforced with layered Qi seals and anchored by old formation stones. They were strong enough to withstand storms. Still, outside was thick with smoke and unbreathable for many.

Commander Rhuang wiped soot from his brow. 

“The survivors cannot stay here much longer. Many cannot cultivate. Their bodies are weak. Their chances of survival dwindle with each moment.”

Xue Wenzhan nodded grimly. “I know. But we are doing everything we can.”

Suddenly, a roar tore through the night, so deep it rattled the stones beneath their feet. The ground shuddered as massive beasts hurled themselves against one of the shield chambers, their claws scraping across the barrier in long, screeching arcs that made the air vibrate.

Children cried out, their voices thin with fear. Warriors shouted orders over the chaos, pushing the last of the survivors deeper into the chamber’s inner corridors. 

Qi surged as the secret warriors stepped forward, their palms pressed to the formation stones. The seals flared in response, layers of light rippling outward like overlapping waves. The strain showed immediately. Their muscles locked with effort, breath stuttering as their bodies trembled. Qi rushed through their channels in burning waves, each pulse thrown into the barrier with desperate force to keep it from collapsing.

But the beasts were relentless. Another beast charged. Then another.

The warriors fought with everything they had. Their Qi cracked through the smoke. The beasts snarled and snapped, trying to tear their way inside.

But after a long, brutal stretch of time, the attacks began to thin. The roars faded, and the shadows retreated.

Xue Wenzhan lowered his blade, chest heaving. “The beasts are leaving.”

Commander Rhuang frowned. “They never retreat. Not unless something stronger calls them away.”

That was the moment Xue Wenzhan began to consider another possibility. If the beasts are not fleeing, then they are answering something more powerful and ancient.

Xue Wenzhan’s expression hardened. “The Dragon Den.”

Commander Rhuang stiffened. “You think the dragon summoned them?”

“I think,” Xue Wenzhan said, “that if the beasts are abandoning their hunt, something has changed inside the Dragon Den. And if that dragon is involved, we need to know and quickly.”

✽✽✽

Later that night, Xue Wenzhan slipped away. He followed the trail of one of the retreating beasts, keeping his Qi low and his steps silent. The creature moved with purpose as it slipped through a tear in the air, through a portal.

Xue Wenzhan waited until the beast disappeared, then marked the location and returned to gather a small team of trusted warriors. 

Xue Wenzhan spoke almost in a whisper, but the weight of his words carried through the smoke-filled air. “We are going to the Dragon Den.”

No one questioned him. They followed.

The path to the Dragon Den was scorched, and the earth cracked. When they reached the cavern, a cold stillness met them. 

They stepped inside. The cavern that once pulsed with overwhelming power now lay silent. No heat radiated from the stone. No breath stirred the air. No presence lingered in the shadows.

Xue Wenzhan moved forward, each step echoing faintly in the hollow space. He swept his gaze across the chamber, disbelief edging his voice. “Where did the dragon go?”

His words barely rose above a whisper, as if speaking too loudly might break whatever fragile truth hung in the air.

No one answered.

The warriors fanned out, their footsteps cautious, their senses stretched thin. They searched every corner, every crevice, every shadow that might hide even the faintest trace of what had once lived here. Hands brushed over stone. Qi probed the air for lingering resonance.

But there was nothing. The Dragon Den was empty, and the dragon was gone.

Xue Wenzhan’s jaw locked. None of it is coincidence.

He brought the warriors back to the shield chamber and ensured the survivors were safe. Only then did he slip away again, moving through the ruins with silent purpose.

He needed to be alone. He found a narrow cave carved into the broken cliffs, half-hidden behind a tumble of stone. From the outside, it looked shallow, barely more than a crack in the rock, but once he stepped inside, the ground sloped downward, drawing him deeper into the earth.

Danger prowled the realm tonight, but here the shadows were still, untouched by the chaos outside. It held only the slow drip of water somewhere in the dark and the steady echo of his own breath.

He knelt, drew a slow breath, and let his Qi settle into stillness.

Then he pulled out the Divine Stone. Its surface glowed faintly in his palm, responding to his touch. He closed his eyes and focused, sending a subtle, untraceable signal through the Hatyian’s Realm Seal. Only one person could receive it.

The Stone answered.

A thin ripple of light spread outward, slipping through the seal like a soft wave brushing against an unbreakable wall. The seal did not bend or crack. It simply allowed the message to pass, untouched and unharmed, as it always had for Lord Fargu’s chosen.

✽✽✽

Far above, in Hatyian, Lord Fargu sat alone in his private chamber. The room was dim, lit only by a single moon-lamp whose flame drifted in a slow, steady circle. He was deep in meditation, breath even, Qi coiled in perfect balance around his core.

Then the air shuddered. A soft glow passed through the chamber, brushing against his consciousness like a fingertip against still water. His eyes opened.

Before him, the message formed.

Light gathered in the air, weaving itself into faint glowing script, not written letters, but impressions, thoughts shaped into visible form. A message only he could see and understand.

It was short, urgent, and burning with the desperation of the Lower Realm.

“The Dragon Den is empty. Beasts are leaving the Lower Realm. For now, the survivors are safe, but they need aid. The Lower Realm burns.”

The words flared once, then dissolved into the air. Lord Fargu exhaled slowly, the weight of the revelation settling over him like a shadow.

“The balance is breaking... and Hatyian may feel it soon.” 

He drew a slow breath. “The Emperor must hear this before calamity reaches us.”

✽✽✽

Meanwhile, in Dahar, Hung Bu was ready for his next move. While Empress Lia and General Gou were consumed with breaking the Realm Seal around Hatyian, his ambitions reached far beyond theirs. They believed he followed orders. In truth, he was buying time.

Lint Ji, however, was distracted by entirely different concerns. His chamber reeked of wine and incense. The air was thick with it, clinging to the walls, soaking into the cushions scattered across the floor. He had drowned himself in indulgence, letting excess swallow him whole. His obsession with Quin had spread through him like a fever, burning away reason, leaving only restless hunger and spiraling thoughts.

Three women moved around him with the kind of easy confidence that came from familiarity. Their voices blended with the warm lantern light, creating an atmosphere meant to soothe and distract. 

One poured wine into his cup, her movements fluid and practiced. Another leaned gently against his shoulder, offering the comfort of closeness. The third traced slow, deliberate patterns along his sleeve, waiting for him to acknowledge her presence.

He responded to each of them, allowing their gestures to guide him. But his eyes revealed everything he tried to hide.

They were half-glazed, unfocused, drifting somewhere far beyond the chamber. His thoughts circled the same point again and again, until the rest of the world blurred at the edges. 

He leaned toward them and allowed them the warmth of his presence. He mirrored their energy with a precision that would have convinced anyone who did not look closely. 

Instead of remaining in the moment, he allowed his mind to slip into the world he had built and nurtured.

The only thing that eased the ache twisting through his chest was the imagined closeness of Quin, the version of her who breathed against his neck, allowed him to be close, and refused to let him go. He allowed everything outside that illusion to fade into insignificance.

The women sensed it. With every satisfied murmur, he muttered Quin’s name under his breath. Not once but several times, each repetition more intense, more revealing, more unsettling.

The vision clung to him like lingering Qi, an echo shaped by his own thoughts. It hovered behind his eyes with a clarity that felt almost spiritual, as though his longing had formed a small, private realm within his mind. The sense of Quin’s nearness, her presence, and her warmth deepened the moment, though it was only a world born of his longing.

When he finally opened his eyes and truth settled over him, anger rose in his chest, swift and unforgiving. Dissatisfaction followed, hollowing him with a familiar ache.

The women stepped aside, their movements cautious, sensing his displeasure without a word. He remained where he was, unmoving, straining to reclaim the vision he had shaped—one where Quin existed exactly as he longed for her to be. But the moment had already slipped beyond reach, and no effort of will could draw it back.

The women felt like strangers again, reminders of everything he could not have.

A soft knock broke the silence. Hung Bu stepped inside without waiting for permission, his expression unreadable as he took in the scene.

“Leave us,” Lint Ji muttered, his voice low.

The women obeyed instantly. They gathered their things and slipped out of the chamber, grateful for the dismissal, leaving Lint Ji alone with the man who had arrived at the worst possible moment.

Lint Ji slumped back, rubbing his temples. “What is it now?” His voice was thick, unfocused. “If this is about the seal, speak quickly. My mind is... elsewhere.”

Hung Bu watched him with quiet contempt. Pathetic, you cling to wine and fleeting warmth, thinking they can soothe you. You have no idea what real pleasure feels like. Power is pleasure. Control is pleasure. And soon, I will have both.

Aloud, he said, “The corrupted Essence I asked you to secure. I need more.”

Lint Ji frowned, trying to focus. “More? Why? We use it to strengthen our warriors. General Gou uses it too. Why do you need so much? You are the one who feeds it into the atmosphere. Release more.”

Hung Bu’s face hardened. “When I was trapped in that cavern, my true form allowed me to push the corruption outward. But now I walk in a mortal guise. If I shift back, the binding will sense it. It will react... violently. I cannot allow that.”

Lint Ji blinked slowly, trying to follow the words through the haze.

“So you need us to supply it?”

“Yes,” Hung Bu said.

Lint Ji hesitated, then sighed. “Very well. I will give you more. But I cannot sacrifice too much.”

Hung Bu inclined his head, but inside, his thoughts turned to strategy.

Yes... continue. Obedience suits you. The rift I carved into the astral plane centuries ago has never healed. It festers still, a hidden wound in the Shenqirion Realm. Through it, my Vessel feeds. Every thread of corruption loosens the chains. Every stolen breath of Essence draws me closer. Let them believe they command the corruption. They think they are using the corruption. They have no idea I am using them. 

Hung Bu’s lips curved, slow and serpentine, a smile that did not belong to a mortal face. But Lint Ji did not notice.

✽✽✽

After a while, Lint Ji left his chamber and moved toward the ritual Empress Lia was attempting. His steps were steady, but his mind still felt unanchored.

The ritual chamber in Dahar was carved deep beneath the palace, where the stone still remembered dragon fire. The air was thick with incense and the lingering scent of old incantations.

The Shifting Artifact stood at the center, a towering structure of interlocking rings, each etched with runes that pulsed like veins beneath skin. Its presence filled the chamber with a low, steady hum.

Empress Lia stood before the artifact, her posture rigid, her expression carved from ice.

“Begin,” she commanded.

General Gou stepped forward, shedding the last of his restraint. His daughter had defied him, and that alone stirred a storm that could shake the realms, turning him into something far more dangerous. 

Hung Bu, General Gou, and Lint Ji moved into position, forming a triangle around the artifact. 

Empress Lia raised her hands. Her voice dropped into the ancient cadence of the incantation.

“Through her spirit. Through the bearer. Through the wound,” she said. The artifact responded at once. Light spiraled upward, twisting into a vortex that hummed with power.

General Gou’s eyes narrowed. “She will feel this.”

“She must,” Empress Lia replied. “Only through her can the seal be touched.”

The ritual deepened. The artifact reached across realms, its light bending toward Hatyian.

Lint Ji’s brow creased. “The tether is weakening. Will the seal still answer?”

Empress Lia did not falter. “Yes. She has already crossed into Hatyian. The tether was only needed to open the way.”

General Gou stiffened. “So the realm recognizes her.”

“Yes,” Empress Lia said. “Her spirit stands within Hatyian. That alone is enough.”

The artifact pulsed in agreement, its light stretching farther.

✽✽✽

Far away in Hatyian, Gou Sisi sat quietly in her chamber, brushing her hair with slow, thoughtful strokes.

Then the world shifted. A sudden burning sensation ignited beneath her ribs. It was sudden, searing, as if a scorching chain had been wrapped around her heart. She gasped, dropping the brush. Her breath hitched as the invisible pendant constricted, a crushing pressure driving deep into her chest. She staggered. 

“Lady Gou?” a maid called from the doorway. Gou Sisi tried to speak, but the pain surged, ripping the air from her lungs. She fell to her knees. 

Two maids rushed forward. “Don’t touch me—” she choked, voice strangled. She was afraid that the pendant’s backlash would harm them.

The pendant flared again. A thin crack of light flashed above her, visible only for a heartbeat. The maids screamed. “Fetch Physician Din! Now!”

They fled, leaving Gou Sisi trembling on the floor, breath broken, eyes wide with terror.

Luo and Muxan felt it instantly. The distortion struck like a ripple through their senses, a vibration that did not belong to Hatyian. 

Without a word, they moved. Light gathered around them, their forms thinning into swift streaks of radiance as they vanished from the courtyard. In an instant, they were gone, searching for where the fabric of the realm had been touched.

✽✽✽

When Physician Din entered the chamber, he stopped so abruptly that the door swung shut behind him without his notice. Gou Sisi lay on the floor, her body twisting in violent arcs as if an unseen fire consumed her from within. Each pulse of that invisible heat forced her spine to arch, her limbs to tremble, and her breath to break into ragged gasps. The air around her gleamed with a suffocating pressure and spiritual distortion that bent the light and made the walls seem to waver.

Physician Din felt the heat before he even knelt. It radiated from her chest in waves, far too intense to be natural, far too focused to be anything but a force acting directly upon her spirit. He lowered himself beside her, careful not to touch her skin. His face drained of color as recognition struck him. The pull emanating from her was the same strange resonance he had sensed the night she first arrived in Hatyian, but now it was magnified and far more dangerous.

He rose to his feet with sudden urgency. “Call Lady Quin.”

The maids at the doorway hesitated, startled by the command. One of them stammered, “Lady Quin?”

“Go,” he said, his voice cutting through the heat like a blade. “Gou Sisi cannot endure this much longer. Go now.”

The maids fled at once, their footsteps echoing down the corridor.

Physician Din returned to Gou Sisi’s side, helpless to intervene, yet refusing to abandon her. He watched her chest rise and fall in jagged, painful motions, and he whispered with quiet steadiness, 

“Hold on, child. Help is coming. Do not let go.”

Outside, Quin was crossing the courtyard toward her chamber when the maids nearly collided with her. Their faces were pale, their breaths irregular, and their words tumbled out in a rush.

“Lady Quin, please—Physician Din is asking for you. You are needed in Lady Gou’s chamber urgently.”

Quin did not waste a single heartbeat. 

She ran, her feet striking the stone path with a speed born of fear and determination. The cool air of the courtyard tore at her lungs. Her hands trembled as she pushed open the chamber door.

She did not know whether she could save Gou Sisi. But she knew she had to try.

The moment Quin crossed the threshold, heat surged toward her, fierce enough to feel alive. It rolled off Gou Sisi in scorching waves, as if her core were unraveling into flame. Quin’s skin tingled as she approached, every instinct warning her to keep her distance.

Physician Din stepped aside, sweat beading along his brow despite the distance he kept.

“Quin, be careful. The heat is not natural.”

He steadied himself and met her eyes. “I will assist you,” he said, voice low, “I will guide your flow and lend my Qi to support it, but you must lead.”

Gou Sisi writhed on the floor, her breath fractured, her eyes unfocused and glazed with pain. Her fingers clawed weakly at the air, reaching for something she could not grasp, her voice caught in her throat as another wave of heat tore through her.

Quin knelt beside her without hesitation. She placed her hands gently on Gou Sisi’s shoulders, grounding her with a touch that carried no force, only calm and steady warmth.

Quin’s healing was not a violent surge of power. It was a quiet, stabilizing presence, like water poured over a trembling flame, coaxing it back into balance. Physician Din guided her from behind, his Qi weaving with hers, not leading but steadying, so their combined strength could soothe the chaos within Gou Sisi’s body.

She leaned close and spoke softly, her voice a steady thread in the chaos.

“Stay with me. Do not drift away.”

Gou Sisi gasped, her breath catching as the violent pull of the pendant faltered for a moment. Quin felt the resistance, the way the energy fought against her, but she held firm. She steadied her voice, letting it carry strength she did not feel.

“You are not alone. I am here. Release yourself.”

Her own Qi faltered, unable to mend the damage before her. The wound ran deeper than mortal strength could reach; only the power of the dragon seed could touch it. She had been warned by Luo and by Lord Fargu that she must not call upon it lightly.

But in that moment, with Gou Sisi’s spirit unraveling before her, Quin knew there was no other path.

Seed, guide me, she pleaded inwardly.

At her call, her healing shifted. A deeper force stirred within her, flowing outward in a steady, luminous tide. It wrapped around Gou Sisi’s spirit like a protective shell, easing the tearing, calming the frantic currents, and anchoring her gently back into the present.

Gou Sisi’s body slackened, and she collapsed into Quin’s arms, trembling but alive. Quin sagged forward, her breath shaking as relief washed over her. 

Physician Din caught her by the shoulders before she could fall, steadying her with gentle hands.

“Quin,” he said, his voice filled with relief and awe, “you stabilized her.”

Quin’s reply was barely a whisper.

“I did not stop it. I could not. I only held her together long enough for it to pass. And not by myself.”

Physician Din understood at once. His expression grew solemn, gratitude and worry mingling in his eyes, though he spoke only to encourage her.

“For now, she is safe. Your strength carried her through the worst of it.”

Quin lowered her gaze, exhaustion settling into her bones, but the knowledge that Gou Sisi still breathed eased the pressure in her chest.

✽✽✽

While Gou Sisi stirred feebly in Quin’s arms, in Dahar, the artifact shuddered. The light within the artifact warped and folded in on itself, bending the air until the chamber seemed to tilt. Then, without warning, the connection it had been forging tore apart. The rupture was silent, yet its force exploded outward in a shockwave that slammed into the chamber walls. Even the floor vibrated beneath the impact, and the air itself seemed to recoil.

Empress Lia staggered back, her robes snapping around her as she caught herself against a carved pillar. Her eyes blazed with fury and disbelief.

“Who interfered with the resonance?” she demanded, her voice low and edged with a cold authority that could silence armies.

General Gou pushed himself upright from where the shockwave had driven him to one knee. His breath was unsteady. “Whoever it was, they steadied it.”

“Impossible,” Empress Lia replied. 

General Gou’s eyes burned with a father’s fury. “And they were powerful enough to reach through the distortion and counter the artifact’s pull on my daughter.” 

Hung Bu suspected Quin had played a part, but he held his tongue. Speaking now would gain him nothing. What he wanted was the dragon seed, and patience served that desire far better than words.

Empress Lia turned fully toward him, her voice dropping into a tone that carried the weight of a verdict. “Then whoever they are, they are not merely an obstacle to our plans. They are a threat to Dahar itself.”

She looked back at the trembling artifact, its rings still quivering from the backlash, and her eyes gleamed with a dangerous resolve that left no room for mercy.

“And if they possess the strength to interfere with a relic forged from dragon crystal, then we must ensure they are broken before they can act again.” ✿
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第3章 The Pendant’s Pull
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❧

Deep within the Eternal Palace, at the heart of the realm itself, Emperor Ti sat in stillness. His body was unmoving, seated cross-legged upon the jade dais, hands resting lightly upon his knees. Each breath was slow, measured, indistinguishable from the flow of the world around him.

The air was not merely still. It was gathered. Threads of the Realm Seal’s power drifted through the chamber like faint strands of light, drawn toward him, orbiting in quiet obedience. With every breath he took, they settled, refined, and returned, their rhythm bound to his own.

There was no separation between flesh and law.

For a long while, nothing stirred.

Then, a tremor, so slight it might have gone unnoticed. A ripple beneath the surface of the Seal, like a discordant note in a perfect harmony. His breath held steady, but the next cultivation cycle refused to form. The threads of energy hesitated, and the pulse of the Realm Seal faltered before giving a violent, uneven lurch.

A second tremor followed, stronger now. The gathered energy shivered in place, no longer flowing cleanly, but grinding against something unseen.

Emperor Ti’s eyes opened.

They were clear, unclouded, but the stillness within them had shifted.

He did not move at once. He listened. Not with his ears, but with the part of him that had long since become bound to the realm itself. 

“No...” he said.

He felt the signature instantly. The same pattern and force. The same violation as the day Gou Sisi and the others arrived.

“Dahar is reaching for something in the realm.” 

He pushed himself upright. “If they succeed... the seal will break open.”

He gathered his strength and sent a pulse of spiritual command through the palace, his voice resonating through the mountain paths and echoing across the protective wards. “Luo. Muxan. Come to me.”

✽✽✽

Luo and Muxan appeared before the Emperor without delay, the vast stillness of the Eternal Hall settling around them heavily. The Emperor stood beneath the towering pillars, his posture rigid and his expression carved by the weight of what he already knew. 

He turned as they approached. “There is no need for formality,” he said, his voice steady but edged with tension.

Luo stepped forward, his tone controlled. “Father, something has happened to the seal. It still holds, but there is a crack. If it suffers another blow like the one we just felt, it may not endure.”

The Emperor’s gaze hardened. “It is the same influence I sensed when they broke through the seal days ago. Whatever they brought into this realm may very well be capable of destroying it.”

Luo did not let his gaze shift or falter. “But they brought nothing,” he began, and then the memory struck him: Gou Sisi’s invisible pendant.

Before he could speak further, the Emperor cut in. “Bring the three of them before me. Now.”

There was no room for hesitation. Luo and Muxan bowed once and left the hall immediately.

✽✽✽

They returned to Luo’s palace in a single breath. Rui Fin and Li Mou were in the outer hall, but Gou Sisi was not with them.

“Where is Gou Sisi?” Luo asked, his voice clipped with urgency.

“We are not sure,” Li Mou replied. “She should be in her chamber.”

Luo and Muxan moved at once. As they approached her room, they saw the door already open, wide enough for the scene inside to be visible. Quin was on the floor, supporting Gou Sisi in her arms, while Physician Din knelt beside them, his fingers lightly pressed to her wrist as he checked her pulse.

Muxan’s heart lurched. The urge to cross the threshold and go to her was immediate and fierce, but he forced himself to stop just outside the doorway. His hands curled into fists at his sides as he kept himself still. 

Quin looked up as they approached. She guided Gou Sisi to sit upright on the edge of the bed, then stepped outside with Physician Din.

“Quin,” Luo said. “Are you well?”

“Yes,” she answered. “But Gou Sisi... she reacted to something that sent heat radiating from her. It was intense, but she is all right now. I believe it may have been the cause of the disturbance we felt.”

Physician Din spoke next. “It is the invisible pendant.”

Quin’s eyes widened slightly as she turned toward him.

He continued, “We knew she carried it from the Lower Realm, but we do not believe she chose it. It may have been forced upon her.”

Quin looked back at Gou Sisi, genuine concern softening her expression, though she said nothing more.

Luo’s gaze remained steady and unreadable as he regarded Gou Sisi. “So it does not only bend will,” he said. “It can reach the seal.”

Muxan’s breath quickened despite his effort to steady it. 

“She cannot endure that kind of strain for long,” his voice low but urgent. “Whatever that thing is, it is not meant to be carried by her.”

Luo nodded once, then turned to Quin. “Stay with her. Help her prepare. The Emperor will not accept any delays.”

Quin slipped back into the chamber, and Physician Din returned to his quarters. 

Luo stepped back at once, giving space without hesitation, but Muxan remained where he stood, rooted to the threshold. For a long breath, he did not move, his gaze resting on Gou Sisi with a quiet intensity he tried to bury beneath composure. The pull toward her was sharp and instinctive. 

He forced his hands to unclench and steadied his breath. Only then did he turn away, leaving before the urge to enter the room and reach for her shattered the discipline he had spent years mastering.

A short while later, Gou Sisi emerged from her chamber, pale but steady on her feet, with Quin close behind her. Together, they walked toward the place where Rui Fin and Li Mou waited. Muxan joined them along the way, forming a small escort.

As they passed, Luo’s fingers brushed lightly over Quin’s. “I will return soon,” he said.

Then, without another word, he summoned a stream of pale light that unfurled before them. The others stepped into its glow, letting the radiance carry them forward as Luo guided its course. 

✽✽✽

When the doors of the Eternal Hall opened, the group stepped inside, awe written plainly across their faces. Yet beneath it lay a quiet dread, the kind that settled in the bones when one walked toward a fate they could not predict. They bowed as they entered, the vast hall swallowing the sound of their movements. 

The Emperor’s gaze lifted at once. His eyes swept over them one by one, lingering just long enough to see more than any of them wished to reveal. As he studied each face, the threads stirred at the edge of his sight, faint lines shifting with every breath they took.

To force the flow is to risk distorting it. Every move I make will send new ripples through the unseen lines, and each ripple may carry a cost I cannot foresee.

He stepped forward, slow and deliberate, as if the air itself resisted him. The threads brightened, branching outward in quiet, trembling arcs.

Power gives me the right to shape the weave, yet it does not spare me from the consequences of touching it.

His gaze moved to the next person, searching their expression, their posture, the subtle tremor of their spirit. Possibilities flickered behind his eyes, rising and collapsing like distant storms.

If I guide it with restraint, the pattern may settle into balance, but even then, the wills of others may twist it beyond what I intend.

He paused, the chamber falling utterly still around him. The weight of choice pressed against his ribs, heavy as stone.

I stand at the edge of a decision that will echo far beyond this moment, and I cannot tell whether my hand will steady the future or shatter it.

And then the Emperor’s gaze moved to Gou Sisi, settling on her with a seriousness that stilled the air, as though every thread he had been reading converged upon her alone.

The air changed. The hall seemed to tilt. He saw the pendant at her neck, a living force, a coil of ancient charm wrapped tightly around her soul. He saw its history, hunger, and purpose. Yet beyond all of that, he saw the girl beneath the pendant, frightened, conflicted, but standing here despite everything she had endured.

For a moment, the Emperor watched her, the weight of his understanding settling over the room. Gou Sisi stiffened under his gaze, as though he were peeling back every layer she had ever hidden.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet.

“That pendant,” the Emperor said, his voice low but resonant, “the one hidden from mortal sight... I can see it.”

Gou Sisi’s breath faltered. She bowed, “Your Eternal Emperor... You can see it?”

His gaze did not waver. “I see everything,” Emperor Ti replied. “Even the burden it presses upon your soul.”

Muxan’s jaw stiffened, but he said nothing.

The Emperor stepped closer. “Tell me, child. Do you wish to be free of it?”

Gou Sisi hesitated, not because she wanted its power, but because she feared what losing it might mean. It had saved them, nearly destroyed her, and shaped her entire life.

“I do not know. Your Eternal Emperor,” she whispered.

The Emperor nodded, as though he expected that answer. 

“Then the choice will wait. But know this, the pendant’s power is not yet spent. The war ahead will test every soul in this realm. And your decision will not shape only your own fate. Its consequences will reach far beyond you.”

Gou Sisi lowered her head, trembling.

The Emperor let the silence settle for a moment longer, his gaze sweeping once more across them. Then he inclined his head, the gesture small but decisive.

“You have endured enough for one day. Return to Prince Luo’s palace. Rest. We will speak again.”

There was no ceremony in his dismissal, only a quiet authority that left no room for argument.

The group turned to leave. The doors opened, and the cool evening air of the corridor washed over them.

Luo walked at the front, guiding them through the corridors. Behind him, Li Mou and Rui Fin followed in close step, their movements steady and unified. Gou Sisi came a short distance behind them, her posture straight but her gaze unfocused. The Emperor’s words still echoed through her mind.

The pendant at her neck felt heavier than ever, as if it understood that it had been seen.

Muxan walked beside her in silence, never quite looking at her, yet never letting her drift from his reach. His presence was a shield he pretended not to offer.

When they reached Luo’s palace, Physician Din was already waiting. “You are back,” he breathed.

Quin appeared behind him, having waited anxiously for their safe return. 

Luo turned to the group. “Rest, all of you,” he said quietly. 

And one by one, they stepped inside, carrying their grief, relief, unspoken fears, and the fragile hope that tomorrow might finally bring answers.

✽✽✽

Muxan did not go to his chamber. He remained in the courtyard, standing beneath the pale wash of moonlight, his posture rigid, his gaze fixed on nothing at all. The night breeze stirred his robes, but he did not move, did not blink, and did not breathe any deeper than necessary.

Luo and Quin had already settled the child to sleep. He rested quietly in his cradle, breathing in small, even sighs. Luo said nothing, but the look he gave her carried a clear message. He needed to speak with Muxan.

Quin brushed his arm with a soft, wordless goodnight, then withdrew toward their chamber, leaving Luo alone in the corridor.

Luo stepped into the courtyard. Muxan did not turn, but his shoulders stiffened slightly, as though he sensed the approach. The moon hung low above them as the palace slept.

“Walk with me,” Luo said.

In the next breath, the palace dissolved around them. They reappeared beneath the wild, open sky of Hatyian, far from the palace walls and the weight of watching eyes.

The night stretched endlessly above them, a sweep of silver stars scattered across deep blue. They stood together in quiet stillness, the wind brushing past them, the starlight soft against their faces. 

Muxan’s shoulders eased, though only a little.

Luo waited until the quiet settled into something honest, then he spoke.

“Tell me, Muxan... which weighs on you more: the pressure against a heart long kept shut, or the fear that the pendant is the one forcing it open?”

In moments like this, Muxan knew he could not hide from Luo, even though he wished he could. Luo understood him too well.

Muxan’s gaze shifted, a small betraying flicker that revealed the storm gathering within him.

Luo continued, his tone gentle but unyielding.

“I’ve known you a lifetime,” Luo said quietly. “There have been those who came close to you, and you never treated them without respect. But you never let any of them remain... and they understood their place in that.”

Muxan kept his eyes on the sky above, as though the truth might break him if he let it surface too quickly.

Luo’s eyes did not leave him. “You never gave more than what was true. And when it didn’t reach your heart, you didn’t pretend otherwise. No one was ever misled by you.”

Muxan let out a breath he had been holding, the air leaving him in a slow, reluctant exhale.

Luo’s expression softened, though the certainty in it remained.

“You’re not a man easily swayed. Not by beauty, not by passing feeling... not even by something as powerful as a relic... But this is different. For the first time, you’re not untouched by it. This matters to you.”

The wind moved through the tall spirit grass around them, carrying the cool scent of distant blossoms. A few petals drifted through the air, pale against the dark.

When Muxan finally spoke, his voice was low and rough, as if dragged from a place he had kept sealed for years. “I know what desire is when it’s mine to command. When I can choose it or set it aside.”

He drew a slow breath, the tension in his shoulders deepening. “But with her... my discipline doesn’t hold the way it should.”

His hand curled at his side, the strain visible. “It isn’t simple attraction. If it were, I could manage it.” His jaw tightened.

“When she’s near, something inside me stirs. Heat. Pressure. As if a force within me moves before I can stop it.”

He swallowed, eyes lowering.

“Luo... that’s what frightens me. I can’t tell if it’s only longing, or if something deeper is trying to break through. I don’t know what part of this is mine... and what the pendant is stirring.”

The night seemed to still around them. Luo felt the weight of Muxan’s words settle in a way he had not expected. He had sensed Muxan’s pull toward her before, but not like this. The depth of it was something he had not known to prepare for, and he was not sure what it meant for Muxan now.

Muxan finally turned his head and met Luo’s gaze. 

“But the truth that terrifies me most,” he said, voice barely above a whisper, “is that even without the pendant... I would still feel this way.”

He looked away again, as though ashamed of the confession. “I don’t know how to hold something like this. My first instinct is to shut it out... but it keeps pushing through.”

The moonlight caught the tension in his shoulders, the raw honesty he could no longer hide. Luo let Muxan’s confession settle into the night air. When Luo finally spoke, his voice was quiet and steady.

“You fear the pendant’s influence,” he said. “That isn’t foolish. It’s wise. Any man with your discipline would question himself. But what I see in you now isn’t the fear of being controlled.”

Muxan’s eyes wavered for an instant, Luo’s words hitting deeper than he wanted.

Luo squeezed his shoulder once, brotherly and sure. “I can’t tell what it is between you and Gou Sisi, only that it’s not simple. So you must be honest with yourself, Muxan... If it’s only desire, you can master it. But if something reaches your heart, you must face that with clear eyes.”

The night settled around them.

Muxan stood in silence, the truth raw in his chest, the wind cooling emotions he had never allowed to surface.

Luo gave him a long moment before speaking again.

“Come,” he said softly. “It’s time to go back.”

Luo placed a hand on his arm, steady and familiar, and with a quiet pull of power, the world folded around them. The wild field dissolved, replaced by the soft glow of Luo’s palace courtyard. ✿
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第4章 The Breath That Crosses Worlds
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❧

Shenqirion was like a dream made manifest, its sky like drifting veils of violet mist, moving like slow tides across the heavens. Mountains floated in serene silence, gliding as effortlessly as great eagles over waves of living light that rolled across the Everlasting Sea. Strange beings wandered through the glow, unfamiliar yet undeniably alive. Even the wind carried warmth, brushing the skin like a whispered promise of wonders yet unseen.

The light had almost faded when Maid Wu approached Yu Lan’s chamber. She paused, steadied her breath, and knocked softly.

“Enter,” his voice was edged with caution and uncertainty, as though bracing for whatever truth might step through the door.

She slipped inside. 

His eyes widened, first with relief, then with confusion. The woman before him was not the Maid Wu he knew. Gone were the hooded robes and the hardened air of a warrior. The figure standing in the soft glow was radiant, almost ethereal.

He stared at her, questions building in him like a volcano held in check by sheer will.

She opened her mouth, but he spoke first.

“Who are you?” Yu Lan asked. “And what is this place?”

A tremor passed through her breath. She lowered her gaze.

“My true name is Aralei,” she said. “Not Maid Wu.”

Yu Lan’s expression shifted, the truth settling heavily. “Where am I?”

“This realm is called Shenqirion,” Aralei replied. “It lies far to the east of Hatyian, hidden from the eyes of the Lower Realm and Dahar. Only Hatyian knows of its existence.”

Yu Lan stepped closer, searching her face. “Are you truly Daharian?”

Her eyes softened with memory and pain.

“My father was from Dahar,” she said. “My mother met him when she left Shenqirion long ago. He chose to remain in Dahar. He was a lord there. I was born here, but when I learned of him, I was given a choice: remain... or seek him.”

Her voice wavered.

“I found him. But he was already fading. I wished to bring him back, but his life slipped away before I could. Before he died, he bargained with Lint Ji. He surrendered the Shifting Artifact, passed down through generations for protection, to free me from that engagement.”

A tear glimmered at the corner of her eye, but it did not fall. 

“He gave up everything for me. After that... how could I walk away?” Her voice thinned, carrying the ache of years. 

“So I remained in the Lower Realm. I served Lint Ji in the shadows, passing what little I could. I drifted without purpose, without a path... Until I met you.”

She drew a trembling breath, lashes lowering as if to steady herself. “I never wished to return to this place. But... I am grateful I did.” Her voice softened, breaking at the edges. “Because it means your life was spared.”

Yu Lan’s heart wavered, but fear still pressed against him. “Aralei... I cannot stay here. My friends and family need me.”

Aralei turned away, shoulders tense. “Not yet. The Lower Realm was burning when we left. I will speak to my mother. She will know what to do.”

She hesitated. “But... I cannot face her yet.”

Yu Lan’s voice grew firm. “Speak to her soon. If what you say is true, they may not have much time.”

She nodded, though uncertainty rose within her.

“There is one more matter,” she said softly. “You cannot breathe the air here for long. You are from the Lower Realm, and the air of Shenqirion is too strong, too alive. It can overwhelm the body.”

Yu Lan frowned. “What must I do?”

Aralei forced a gentle smile. “At dawn, I will tell you everything. But you will not need anything for at least two days.”

She stepped back, the distance between them suddenly heavy.

“Rest, Yu Lan,” she whispered. 

Then she slipped from the chamber, leaving him alone with a realm too wondrous to trust.

✽✽✽

Yu Lan could not sleep. His instincts refused to let him remain idle, urging him to act before the strangeness of the realm swallowed him whole. The moment Aralei left the chamber, he slipped out behind her, moving through the corridor with the quiet urgency of a man searching for the last thread of control.

He walked west until he reached what appeared to be a window. Yet it was unlike any window he had ever seen. It was made of Starveil Glass, a crystalline surface filled with swirling constellations that shifted and folded upon themselves, as if the sky had been captured and pressed into a single pane. When he touched it, the surface rippled like liquid light, but it remained impossibly solid beneath his hand.

He leaned closer and froze.

Beyond the Starveil Glass, the world dropped away. He stood atop a mountain suspended in the sky, more than a thousand feet above a vast ocean of drifting luminescence. There’s no path downward. I can’t fly or Light Travel. Escape isn’t simply difficult. It’s impossible.

As he stared through the window, mind racing, he heard footsteps behind him. They were soft, measured, and carried a heavy presence.

He turned and saw a woman standing there. Her hair carried threads of gold that caught the faint glow around them. Her eyes were deep and luminous, and when they met his, it felt as though she could see straight into the quiet corners of his soul.

“So you must be Aralei’s friend,” she said. Her voice was smooth and captivating, carrying a quiet power that made the air tremble.

Yu Lan straightened. “You must be Aralei’s mother.”

She inclined her head with a serene smile. “I am Lady Zhihua. Here, we have no need for formal titles like empress or emperor. We address ourselves by our names, or simply lord or lady is sufficient.”

She paused, her expression softening.

“Many here know where you are from,” she added quietly. “I told them. They remain... curious.”

Her gaze swept over him, thoughtful and piercing.

“You are not like the men of the Lower Realm,” she said. “You do not shrink from the unknown. You do not flee from danger. Even now, you are studying this window and calculating the distance to the ground, wondering if there is any chance of survival.”

A brief silence followed before she went on. “But you are not a prisoner.”

Yu Lan’s eyes narrowed slightly. His emotions were tangled, leaving him uncertain whether to trust her or brace for deception.

“So I can leave,” he said slowly. “At any time?”

He hesitated, then added, “And Aralei is free to come with me?”

Lady Zhihua’s smile deepened. It was beautiful, but a quiet depth lay beneath it, impossible to grasp.

“Free is a complicated word,” she said. “She may choose to leave or remain, but each choice carries consequences.”

Yu Lan’s voice sharpened. “What consequences?”

Lady Zhihua stepped closer, her presence warm and unsettling at once, like sunlight filtered through winter mist.

“She must have told you that the air here is different from the Lower Realm,” she said. “What sustains you there cannot sustain you here. And what sustains her here cannot sustain her there.”

Yu Lan frowned. “What does that mean?”

Lady Zhihua lifted her hand. A small object appeared in her palm, a delicate crystal shaped like a hollow lotus petal filled with swirling silver mist.

“I gave her an Astral Veil,” she said. “It allows one born of Shenqirion to breathe the muted air of the Lower Realm. But once she returned here, the Veil began to fade. She does not need it to live here. But if she leaves...”

Yu Lan’s brow creased. “So she cannot return to the Lower Realm again?”

“Not without a way to replenish her breath,” Lady Zhihua replied. “And that requires a ritual she has not spoken of.”

Yu Lan’s voice dropped. “What ritual?”

Lady Zhihua’s eyes glimmered with ancient knowledge.

“We call it the Rite of Twin Breath,” she said. “It is a binding between realms. Two breaths taken as one, one drawn from Shenqirion and one drawn from another realm. For you, it would be the Lower Realm. It would then be woven together in a single moment. Only then can a soul walk freely between realms.”

She stepped closer, her voice soft but heavy with meaning. “But such a rite is not easily given, and it is never without cost.” 

Yu Lan felt a heavy weight deep within him, a quiet impulse warning him that whatever this ritual demanded, he would not accept lightly. 

Before he could respond, he saw movement at the far end of the corridor.

Aralei was walking toward them.

Her dress flowed around her, a soft green-silver fabric that caught the faint glow of the walls. The sleeves were long and sheer, embroidered with silver threads. Her hair was loosely gathered, a few strands falling forward. Her expression was composed yet strained.

She stopped a few steps away and bowed her head slightly.

“Mother.”

Lady Zhihua turned, her smile gentle. “I will leave you both. We will speak more at dawn.”

With that, she glided past them, her presence fading down the corridor like a receding tide.

Yu Lan watched her go, then turned to Aralei.

“What’s going on?” His voice was steady, but the tension beneath it was unmistakable. 

“I’ve never pushed you to reveal more than you were willing to share. But I don’t want to be drawn into something I don’t understand. What’s this Twin Breath?”

Aralei stepped closer, her expression drawing taut at Yu Lan’s question. For a moment, she said nothing. She looked as though she had rehearsed a thousand explanations and found none of them good enough.

“Yu Lan...” Her voice was quiet, almost fragile. “I didn’t want you to hear about it like this.”

He held her gaze, steady but not unkind. “Then tell me now. What is it?”

Aralei’s fingers curled slightly at her sides. She drew in a slow breath, as if gathering herself.

“It’s a rite,” she said finally. “An old one. Older than my mother, older than Shenqirion as we know it. Without it, the air here will eventually overwhelm you.”

Yu Lan’s brows lowered. “Your mother said that much. But she also said there’s a cost.”

Aralei looked away, her eyes narrowing. “There is. And it’s not something I wanted to place on you.”

“Aralei,” he said, his voice firm but not harsh, “I’m not asking for protection. I’m asking for honesty.”

Her breath grew quiet for the moment. Then she nodded once, slowly.

“The Twin Breath binds two people,” she said. “Not in the way of marriage or oath, but in breath. In Essence. It’s... intimate. And irreversible.”

Yu Lan felt a faint chill run through him. “Irreversible?”

“Yes.” Her eyes lifted to his again, and there was no hiding the fear in them. “Once the rite is done, our breaths would be connected. Not in a symbolic way, in truth. You and I would become the only two people who can share breath between realms. No one else. Even if our lives went in different directions, even if we married other people, the breath would still bind us. It can’t be given to another. It can’t be undone.”

Yu Lan felt something deep inside him constrict. It was not anger, nor fear exactly, but a quiet instinct telling him this was not something he could step into lightly. 

He looked away for a moment, trying to steady the sudden weight pressing against his chest.

“There must be another way,” he said. “Something less... binding. How long do I have before I need this breath to survive?”

Aralei hesitated. “Not long. Two days at most. Shenqirion’s air is already beginning to settle into your lungs. It will feel
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