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“If those hiding in the Lower Realm are stirred, they will not strike your warriors. They will not strike what you can replace. They will strike what breaks you—what you would trade your life to protect.”

—Eternal Emperor Ti

Dear Reader,

If you have turned these pages, it means you have chosen to step once more into a world where rivers remember, willows shelter, and flames have the power to both purify and destroy. Blossoms of Flame, Book Two: Ashes Born of Mercy and Wrath is a story shaped from the remnants of what was broken before, and a promise that even in ruin, something fierce and beautiful can rise again.

Here, the Lower Realm breathes in quiet resilience. Qi stirs in the places where wounds refuse to stay open and in the hearts that refuse to bow. Strength is not found in ease but in the moments when the world tries to unmake you, and you rise anyway. Here, hands mend what was torn apart, guided by spirits that know survival is its own kind of power.

The echoes reach further, into Hatyian, the Eternal Realm, where duty watches from its high places and where mercy can feel like cruelty to those who must endure it. In these realms, dragons, spirits, and ancient forces move in silence, testing the limits of power, love, and the fragile threads that bind them. Qi flows through every choice, every sacrifice, every moment when a heart must decide whether to break or to burn brighter.

All these worlds share one truth. Even in the deepest darkness, something still chooses to rise. If you have ever loved with a fire that frightened you, fought for something you could not bear to lose, or clawed your way back from a breaking that should have ended you, then this story is yours.

Thank you for stepping into this realm. Thank you for walking beside these characters. Thank you for believing, as they do, that after the burning, after the mercy that feels like punishment, after the Qi that falters and flares, something beautiful can still grow.
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Happy reading,

M.N Boothe

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 The Dragon’s Corruption
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❧

Quin had long departed from the Dragon Den. Yet the cavern still held the echo of her presence. The air carried the faintest whisper of her scent. She had once gone to the cavern seeking safety, trusting the strength the dragon offered, never realizing that his thoughts and ambitions were already twisted by the darkness coiling within him. But she had slipped through the jaws of a fate that should have devoured her whole, carrying with her the one thing he could not afford to lose—the dragon seed.

Now she rested under the protection of Lord Fargu and Luo, far beyond the reach of the cavern’s darkness. But distance meant nothing to a corrupted dragon bound by obsession. The echo of her heartbeat pulsed through him, and the relentless thrum of the seed gnawed at him like a thirst that could not be quenched. That seed was power and dominion. With it, he was convinced he would rise above the Grand Dragon of Mercy. In his mind, the realms would bend beneath his hand, and he would claim the rule he thought was rightfully his.

He surged forward and hurled his body against the barrier with all the force of his rage. The impact shook the cavern, sending dirt falling from the ceiling.

A low, guttural growl rumbled through him, vibrating through the stone beneath his claws.

"You bound me here," he murmured, his voice trembling with centuries of resentment. "You caged me, stripped me of the sky, and left me to rot in the darkness you created."

His tail lashed with untamed fury, shattering stone and sending shards skittering across the cavern floor. The air crackled with the force of his suppressed power; the entire cavern trembled beneath the weight of his fury.  

But even as the seal held him, it could not contain what he had become. Corruption seeped from him like a living mist, thick and hungry. It curled through the cracks of the cavern, slipped through the smallest fractures in the seal, and drifted outward into the Lower Realm. His Essence spread like a slow, creeping poison, invisible to the untrained eye yet potent enough to twist the fate of many.

At first, cultivators did not recognize the source. They sensed only a strange heaviness in the air, a dark Qi pulsing beneath the surface of the world. Curious and ambitious, they experimented with it. They drew it into their Qi veins, believing it to be a rare spiritual anomaly. They discovered it amplified aggression, sharpened ambition, and fueled destructive techniques.

Dahar was the first to harness it fully, crafting forbidden methods to channel the corrupted Essence. They used it to strengthen their realm, to influence mortals, and to wage war against Hatyian.

They believed they were controlling it. In truth, the dragon was feeding on them. Every technique they performed, every battle they fought, every drop of corrupted Essence they circulated only strengthened his resolve. The world itself was becoming his vessel.

A faint smile curled across his scaled maw. He was a creature born from calamity, and only in calamity could he escape the cavern. He knew the truth. He had known it for centuries. He could not leave the Dragon Den unless the Lower Realm itself was consumed in fire.

"Only when the realm burns," he growled, each word rolling through the cavern like distant thunder. "Only when the balance is torn apart, and chaos devours every corner of the land. Only then will this cursed seal loosen its grip."

His claws scraped against the stone.

"When that day comes," he whispered, his voice thick with hunger and promise, "I will step beyond this cage. And I will reclaim everything that was stolen from me."

✦ ✧ ✦

The revelations inside the shrine had changed everything. Luo now stood before them not only as Quin’s loyal companion but as the rightful heir of Hatyian. The truth had been carved into destiny, and Luo had finally spoken it aloud. He told them they could call him Luo, and he asked for neither title nor formal admiration. His request unsettled them, for reverence came naturally to the people of the Lower Realm. They knew they were standing beside the heir who would one day rule them. 

Luo sought neither submission nor awe. He wanted sincerity, and most of all, he wanted allies. Yet even after all they had confessed within those sacred chambers, the deepest secrets remained unspoken.

In the days that followed, the shrine became their refuge. Quin remained within its protective wards, surrounded by Muxan and her companions. The ancient runes woven into the stone shielded her from the corruption spreading through the realm and from anyone who might seek the power she carried. 

But the world outside was shifting. Lord Fargu and Luo sensed the corruption first. It whispered through the land like an affliction, a subtle distortion in the Spiritual Qi beneath the natural flow of energy. They knew its source and its danger. And so they left the shrine, stepping into a realm trembling beneath an unseen shadow.

✦ ✧ ✦

Su Mu, Rui Fin, Yu Lan, and Maid Wu soon followed. The Lower Realm had called a council meeting, and their presence was required. Maid Wu accompanied them. She used the Shifting Artifact to swiftly cross distances. They agreed to return to the shrine once the meeting concluded.

The council gathered in Amaoxia. Rui Fin represented Eyong, Su Mu represented Efuchou, and Yu Lan stood for Amaoxia. The meeting began as expected, formal and tense. But this time the sect leaders behaved differently. Where once they remained distant and indifferent, now they were impulsive, forceful, almost desperate to assert control.

A sect leader from Lushao rose first.  “We once separated from the Council. But the Hatyian Guardians defeated our warriors. Now, Lushao, Naping, and Vapinde are forced to rejoin this Council.” His voice carried resentment, not remorse. “So Hatyian has finally chosen to rule the Lower Realm, leaving us no path of our own?”

Yu Lan stepped forward, calm but firm. “The balance of the realms must be protected. Have you forgotten what happened when Lushao sought power? You oppressed the innocent. You plunged the land into chaos. Unity benefits us all, division only destroys.”

But the corruption from the dragon had already seeped into their minds. It clouded judgment, stoked old grudges, and twisted every thought toward conflict.

A representative from Yiwangwo rose next. “It was Lushao and Naping who joined forces with Dahar and tried to conquer our lands. Had the Hatyian Guardians not intervened, we would have fallen. How can we trust Lushao now?”

Rui Fin stood, his voice steady. “We are not asking for trust, not yet. Things are too fractured. But we ask for compromise. Forces beyond us seek to disrupt and destroy our realms. We must act as one. The war has left many lands depleted. Let us share what we have so all may thrive.”

Su Mu nodded in agreement.

“Eyong and Efuchou have signed a treaty. We will support where we can. We cannot allow our people to suffer.”

The meeting dragged on for hours. The sect leaders resisted every suggestion, their minds influenced by corrupted Essence they did not recognize. In the end, a fragile compromise was reached, but Rui Fin and the others knew it would not hold. The Spiritual Qi of the Lower Realm was out of balance, and they were relying on Luo and Lord Fargu to steady it.

✦ ✧ ✦

Night had already settled by the time they prepared to leave. An attendant from the Yu household approached, bowing deeply before Yu Lan.

“Young Master, your mother requests your presence. She wishes to see you.”

Yu Lan paused, then turned to the others. “I can go alone; you don’t need to delay on my account. The realms are not yet safe.”

But Su Mu shook his head. “No. I understand the pull of family. I would visit my own if the times allowed it.” 

His expression softened, though worry lingered beneath it. “It’s too dangerous for any of us to travel alone. If you must go, we will accompany you. Just be swift.”

They spent the evening at the Yu family's mansion, where they were warmly welcomed by his parents. They knew Rui Fin and Su Mu well, but Maid Wu was a new face, and Yu Lan had never brought home a girl before. His parents were intrigued.

Later, Yu Lan walked with his father through the courtyard. “Tell me about Maid Wu,” his father said gently. “She seems to be a lovely girl.”

Yu Lan’s gaze shifted. “Father, she is a friend. Nothing more.”

His father spoke with a wry smile. “I have heard what you accomplished during the war. I am proud of you. But you cannot remain unwed forever. Even Sung Hou found love.”

Yu Lan’s voice stayed calm, but an edge lay beneath it.

“There is nothing between us. We do not share that bond. And I prefer it that way.”

His father understood. Yu Lan still carried the weight of Sung Hou’s absence; he had simply filled the hollow left behind with Maid Wu’s companionship.

“Very well,” his father said softly. “True friendship is a blessing. I will not press the matter.”

After a little while longer, they departed the mansion.

✦ ✧ ✦

Instead of using the Shifting Artifact, they chose to walk a short distance, letting the cool night air settle around them. The quiet felt almost unreal after so many days of tension, and Yu Lan had not realized how deeply he had missed the warmth of his family’s presence.

It had been far too long since any of them had stepped outside without urgency pressing at their backs. A brief walk grounded their spirits, steadied their minds, and allowed their energies to settle after the strain of the council meeting.

But Lushao’s ambition had not ended. This time, it was the corruption steering them. They followed Yu Lan and the others, tracking them to the border of Amaoxia, where the group had paused to take in the scenery.

A ripple of corrupted Dragon Essence tore through the stillness, strong enough to raise the hairs on Yu Lan’s arms. Rui Fin sensed it next, his expression hardening. Maid Wu’s fingers twitched, ready for battle.

The Lushao sect descended upon them. Masters twisted by corrupted Essence, their spiritual energy warped into something fierce and unnatural. Qi leaked from the bodies in jagged and unbalanced forms. 

The ground trembled beneath their feet.

“Yu Lan of Amaoxia,” the lead master snarled, voice distorted as though two beings spoke at once. “You dare stand against Lushao’s will?”

Yu Lan stepped forward, calm but resolute. “This is not your will. This is corruption speaking through you.”

The corrupted master roared, and the battle erupted. The first strike came like a sudden shock. Corrupted Essence condensed into a spear of blackened light, hurled straight at Rui Fin. He reacted instantly, sweeping his arm in a wide arc. A barrier of Qi surged upward, absorbing the blow.

Su Mu leaped forward, sword in hand. “Both of you, listen. A brush won’t corrupt you, but stay in its presence too long and it will find your veins.” He shifted his focus sharply. “Rui Fin, left!”

Rui Fin pivoted, and Su Mu’s strike collided with a Lushao cultivator mid-air, sending him crashing into a tree that splintered on impact. But the corruption was strong. The cultivator rose again, bones cracking as the twisted Qi inside him forced his body upright. The energy writhed beneath his skin, pushing him far beyond what a mortal frame should endure.

Maid Wu’s voice cut through the chaos. “Their Qi, it's unstable! Don’t let them build momentum!”

She swept her hand outward, space bending at her command. A ripple of distortion tore across the ground, warping the earth beneath the attackers’ feet. Two Lushao masters staggered as the terrain folded under them, and Yu Lan seized the opening.

His strike was clean, but the moment his blade connected, the corrupted Essence around the cultivator surged chaotically. Their strength spiked, raw and unpredictable, forcing Yu Lan back with a shockwave that numbed his arm.

They could not win.

Not against foes whose power grew more frenzied with every breath. Every clash only fed the corruption, making the Lushao cultivators faster, stronger, and more reckless. The group fought only to survive, not to triumph.

Rui Fin’s voice rang out, strained. “This corruption... it’s spreading faster than we thought!”

Yu Lan stepped back, chest heaving, his blade trembling with spent Qi. “If Lushao is already this far gone, the Lower Realm is in greater danger than the council realizes.”

Maid Wu did not wait for another surge. She pulled the Shifting Artifact from her sleeve. “Hold on!”

Light engulfed the three of them, carrying them away. She did not take them directly to the shrine. It was too dangerous. Instead, she shifted them again and again, leaping from place to place, ensuring no corrupted presence followed.

Only when she was certain the trail was lost did she pull them into the final shift. They reappeared within the safety of the shrine’s barrier, breathless, shaken, and painfully aware that they had escaped, but only barely.

✦ ✧ ✦

Elsewhere, Lord Fargu and Luo worked tirelessly to suppress the corrupted Dragon Essence in the Lower Realm. What they accomplished was nothing short of awe-inspiring. Together, they invoked an ancient technique known only to the guardians of Hatyian, a mystical art called the Resonant Breath of the Endless Currents. Standing upon mountain peaks, riverbanks, and sacred grounds, they wove their Qi into the air like threads of living light. Their Qi rippled outward in surges of living energy, sinking into the earth and sky. Wherever the resonance touched, corrupted energy quieted. Beasts lulled into uneasy sleep. The land exhaled, if only for a moment.

It was a technique of profound beauty, a curing whisper carried through the world’s hidden currents. And though the corruption never vanished entirely, it retreated like a tide drawn back by eternal hands.

Only when the land grew still, when the beasts settled, and the Spiritual Qi of the earth no longer shivered, did Lord Fargu and Luo return to the shrine. 

✦ ✧ ✦

The shrine felt different after they returned. Not safer, exactly, but steadier. Voices rose softly as the group gathered, relief showing in small ways rather than grand ones. A hand placed briefly on a shoulder. A nod held a moment longer than usual. No one celebrated, but no one rushed away either.

Quin stood among them, listening, her hands folded tightly in front of her. She told herself she was calm, that she had expected them to return unharmed. Still, when she saw Luo step into the shrine beside Lord Fargu, something loosened inside her chest that she had not realized was clenched.

Lord Fargu spoke first, his tone even and reassuring.

“It is good to see everyone alive and unharmed. The corrupted Dragon Essence beyond the outer reaches has been suppressed. For now, its influence is contained. We can move without fear of immediate harm.”

A quiet murmur passed through the shrine. It was not joy, but release.

Su Mu stepped forward after a moment. He spoke carefully, choosing his words with the seriousness they deserved.

“When Yu Lan, Maid Wu, and I attended the council meeting, we encountered those already affected by the corruption,” he said. “They were not like ordinary enemies. Their strength was overwhelming, and they showed no hesitation or restraint. If even trained cultivators struggle to resist its pull, then we must accept that discipline alone will not be enough if it returns.”

His gaze moved slowly across the gathered faces.

“Without further guidance, I do not believe most people will be able to fight it. We must prepare for that truth.”

Lord Fargu listened without interruption, then inclined his head.

“You are right to be concerned. But the suppression holds for now. This is a moment to breathe, not to forget. We will use this time wisely.”

The tension eased little by little. Questions were asked, answered, and some were set aside for later. Eventually, the group agreed to leave the shrine by dawn. 

Luo did not linger long. He found Quin near one of the outer pillars, where the stone was cool, and the lanternlight was dimmer. She looked up when he approached, and her expression softened instantly, the way it always did when she forgot to guard it.

“I missed you,” she said quietly. “I’m glad you came back safe.”

He stepped closer, careful even now. His hand lifted without thought, brushing her hair back from her face. The touch was gentle and familiar.

“I missed you too,” he said. “More than I can express.”

There was no real privacy within the shrine. Luo was aware that others noticed more than they should. He hesitated, then leaned in and kissed her quickly, barely more than a breath against her lips.

It was brief, almost cautious. He stepped back at once.

“Rest tonight,” he said, touching her cheek gently, his gaze lingering as his eyes said everything his words could not.

Quin watched him leave, her fingers lifting unconsciously to her lips. The danger remained. The future was uncertain. But his presence, even for that brief moment, steadied her.

And for now, that was enough.

✦ ✧ ✦

When they left the shrine, the air outside felt cleaner. And the world around them had already begun to stitch itself back together. But beneath that fragile return to normality, something else stirred, older, darker, and far more dangerous. Peace was only an illusion, and the real storm had yet to break.

Li Mou welcomed the open air. It reminded her of simpler days. Maid Wu followed in thoughtful silence, torn between the paths laid before her. 

Yu Lan, however, could not shake the weight of what he had seen, nor the cultivation ground that now lingered in his thoughts like a warning. He urged the group to return and secure it before anything darker could control it. 

But at his words, Lord Din paused, a deep frown creasing his brow. Leaving the Yiwangwo Realm now felt dangerous; at any moment, events surrounding the Dragon Den could shift, and Quin’s safety was tied directly to whatever unfolded there.

Luo saw things differently. He did not wish to return to the cultivation ground, and he did not want Quin to remain in Yiwangwo any longer than necessary. In truth, he wished Quin would leave the Lower Realm entirely. If the Realm Seal that Emperor Ti had placed over Hatyian had lifted, he would have taken her back, without hesitation. Yet that moment had not come, and so he chose to stay with the others. He understood that they were stronger when they stood together. 

✦ ✧ ✦

After leaving the lantern-lit streets of Yiwangwo, they followed a narrow path that wound beyond the walls. The air grew cooler as they walked, and the hum of distant voices faded behind them. Ahead, the road bent toward a river that cut through the valley, its waters glinting faintly in the fading light like a ribbon of silver guiding their steps.

Sensing the shift in the landscape, Lord Fargu slowed his pace and gestured toward the bank. 

“We will pause here. The river offers us silence, and the villagers will not follow this far.”

As the sun began to go down, they settled into a gentle rhythm. Quin sat nearby on the grass, watching the ripples. Luo remained close, his gaze never straying far from her, protective even in moments of peace.

Beyond the bank, Lord Din moved with quiet mastery, gathering herbs from the river’s edge. Muxan followed eagerly, his eyes bright as he collected sprigs and roots, bundling them neatly with twine. Lord Din’s soft muttering about remedies became a steady beat, one Muxan gladly matched. 

For a time, the burdens of war and chaos lifted. They shared stories from their youth. Though they were still only youths themselves, barely grown. 

Quin turned her gaze toward Lord Fargu. “You could have let us travel through the portal, yet you chose to walk. Why?”

Lord Fargu’s eyes softened. “Because walking is a gift. Power is not only in cultivation and Qi. It is in remembering the simple things. To walk, to breathe, to see the world as it is. You can love and lose too soon, Quin. So enjoy each moment while it lasts.”

Song Mua’s absence lingered in him like a shadow, reminding him that every step, every laugh, was fragile and fleeting.

After they had eaten and rested, the skies had fully darkened. The fire crackled low, its embers glowing faintly as the breeze grew colder. Quin drew her cloak more closely around herself, though Luo noticed the faint tremor in her shoulders. 

He leaned closer, his voice quiet but firm, speaking to Lord Fargu. 

“We should not stay here,” Luo said. “The night air is cold, and Quin’s body is still fragile. I will not risk her falling ill.”

Quin gave him a faint smile, trying to ease his worry. “I’m not so delicate, Luo. I can bear the chill.”

But Luo shook his head. “No. You have carried enough burdens. Let me carry this one for you.”

He held Lord Fargu’s gaze, his tone respectful but insistent. “We should use Light Travel to slip across the distance. The road is long, and the mountain paths are not always safe. Quin needs warmth, and we need speed.”

Lord Fargu studied him for a moment, his eyes reflecting the firelight. He nodded. “You are right. The simple things, the walk, the river, the laughter, these are gifts. But gifts must be balanced with wisdom. Tonight, we move swiftly.”

Lord Fargu rose, his voice steady as stone. “We will not remain here tonight. The portal will carry us across the realm.”

Su Mu sprang to his feet with a broad grin. 

“Finally. I thought my legs would never forgive me. One more step and Rui Fin would be carrying me like a child.”

Rui Fin smiled. “You would enjoy that too much.”

As Luo rose, Quin gently touched his arm. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

He met her gaze, his eyes saying more than he intended. Luo traced a path in the air. His fingers glowed with Qi, the mark expanding into a sphere of light. The path bent the air around it, and the river itself seemed to tremble in response.

Maid Wu watched in amazement, her eyes widening. She had seen power before, but never so controlled, so effortless. He is stronger than I imagined, she thought. A great ally, yes. But if ever an enemy, one that could not easily be beaten. His only weakness, it seems, is Quin.

✦ ✧ ✦

The group stepped forward, their figures stretching across the grass as they passed through the light. When they emerged, the air was different. It was cooler and carried the scent of pine. They found themselves on the outskirts of Naping, where terraced fields stretched out in every direction. Luo could have taken them straight to Lord Fargu’s mansion, but that felt presumptuous. So he stopped just short of the mansion and waited for Lord Fargu to invite them the rest of the way.

Lord Fargu looked around, his expression softening. “We will not wander tonight. My mansion lies nearby. It has stood here since before the wars. We will rest there.”

After a short while, the mansion came into view. Inside, the air was warm, and the scent of rose tea lingered faintly, mingling with smoke from the fire. There were not many attendants, but their loyalty was evident in every detail. 

A steward bowed deeply as Lord Fargu entered, his voice steady though his eyes shone with relief. Two attendants moved quietly to prepare food, while a gardener slipped in from the courtyard, his hands still damp from tending the koi pond. Three guards stood discreetly at the edges of the hall, their presence silent but reassuring.

Quin stepped softly into the hall, her eyes tracing the scrolls and lanterns. “It still feels... safe,” she murmured.

Luo walked at her side, letting his hand drift against hers in quiet moments when he thought no one else would notice. “Safe, yes. But only because of Lord Fargu’s foresight. We shouldn’t forget the dangers beyond these walls.”

Lord Din immediately set down his herbs, arranging them neatly on a low table. Muxan joined him, eager to prepare remedies and tonics for the days ahead. 

Rui Fin and Li Mou settled by the hearth. They were respectful and had a budding friendship. Yet there was always a distance between them that he had not reached across.  

Yu Lan remained silent, but his shoulders eased as he leaned against the wall, the weight of memory lessened by the hall's stillness.

Maid Wu’s eyes drifted across the mansion, her instincts tugging at her. She caught sight of a narrow, half-hidden passageway—just enough to spark her curiosity. Before she could take a step toward it, Yu Lan moved swiftly, placing himself between her and the shadowed corner.

His voice was low but firm, the kind of tone meant to steady rather than scold.

“Lord Fargu has offered us shelter and protection. His trust is not easily given, and if you break it, he will not take it lightly. I know you are cautious and instinctive. But he can be trusted. And we have pledged to protect Quin. Let’s not create division now.”

Maid Wu’s gaze lingered on the hidden space before she turned to him.

“You trust him so easily,” she said quietly, “yet you failed to trust me for so long.”

Yu Lan held her eyes, steady and unflinching.

“Yes,” he admitted. “It took me time to trust you. But I do now. Don’t make me question that.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The air between them held the familiar tug of old mistrust and the quiet bond that refused to break. Maid Wu and Yu Lan stood together in the open air, avoiding the comments that would only start another pointless argument.

✦ ✧ ✦

The attendants moved with efficiency, laying out not just bowls of rice and steamed vegetables, but an abundant spread worthy of a feast. Platters of roasted duck glistened with honey glaze, fragrant fish steamed with ginger and scallions, and baskets of dumplings filled with pork, mushrooms, and vegetables were set upon the long table. Bowls of spiced noodles, stir-fried greens, and pickled radishes added color, while trays of sweet lotus cakes and candied chestnuts promised comfort after the day’s journey.

Pitchers of jasmine, rose, and osmanthus tea, along with warmed wine, were poured into cups, their steam rising in delicate curls. They ate, laughter mingling with the clatter of jade-inlaid chopsticks. 

Quin, however, ate little. The warmth of the hall pressed against her, and though the feast was rich, her appetite faltered. She leaned closer to Luo, whispering, “I don’t feel well. Perhaps I should step outside.”

Luo shifted, ready to rise with her, but Li Mou’s eyes had already caught the subtle closeness between them. The way Quin leaned in, the way Luo’s hand lingered protectively near hers, said everything. 

Before Luo could rise, Li Mou set down her cup and smiled gently. “I think I need some fresh air. Quin, would you like to come with me?”

Quin hesitated, then nodded. “Yes... Thank you.”

The two women slipped quietly from the hall, their footsteps soft against the polished wood. Outside, the night air was cool, carrying the fragrance of blossoms from a tree Lord Fargu had planted and the scent of freshly made food. Lanterns glowed faintly along the courtyard, their light catching on the ripples of the koi pond.

Li Mou glanced at Quin, her tone light but edged with curiosity. “You’ve been quiet tonight. And I couldn’t help but notice you and Luo. There’s something there, isn’t there?”

Quin lowered her eyes. “It’s complicated. Too many secrets, too many risks. I don’t even know if I should speak of it.”

Li Mou touched her arm, steady and warm. “I understand. But I’ve seen the way he looks at you, and the way you lean toward him. You may think you’re hiding it, but the unspoken gestures said more than silence ever could. At times, even a few shared words can ease the weight on one’s heart.”

Quin managed a faint smile. “Your words are kind. I am grateful.”

Li Mou laughed softly. “I’ve learned this much. If we don’t guard a few quiet moments for ourselves, the world will take them without asking. Let the men brood indoors. Tonight, let’s just have this breath of peace together.”

They stood together beneath the lantern glow, their voices low, the night air wrapping around them like a silent promise. Yet as the firelight wavered inside, shadows stirred along the far wall. 

From a hidden passage behind the banners, three figures emerged, clad in dark robes, their movements silent as smoke. They knelt before Lord Fargu, heads bowed.

Su Mu nearly dropped his bowl. “What... who are they?”

Lord Fargu’s voice was calm. “My hidden guardians. Secret warriors bound to this house by oath. While the attendants tended the halls, these warriors remained in concealment, training in silence, waiting for my return. Their blades are the living strength of Hatyian.”

The three guardians lifted their heads slightly. One bore a sword said to be forged by Emperor Ling himself, its hilt wrapped in worn leather. Another carried no weapon, but the air around him carried defensive Qi. The third’s eyes were perceptive; his hands were marked with the calluses of stealth and shadow.

Lord Fargu lifted a hand. “Return to your posts.” Without a word, the warriors dispersed, each taking up his place along the mansion’s perimeter.

As they finished their meal, exhaustion settled over them. Quin and Li Mou returned quietly from the courtyard, their faces calmer, although the weight of secrets lingered in Quin’s eyes. Luo glanced at her but said nothing. Li Mou’s presence beside her was answer enough.

Lord Fargu watched them, his gaze shifting between Luo and Quin.

“Rest now. Tomorrow, we will seek the cultivation ground. Tonight, let the mansion guard your dreams, and my warriors guard your lives.”

And so, beneath the roof of Lord Fargu’s mansion, they prepared to sleep, weary from travel and burdened by secrets. In the darkness, secret warriors kept silent watch. ❀
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第2章 The Shape of Restraint
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❧

The attendants stepped forward to guide the guests to their chambers. The rooms had been prepared in advance, each arranged with care to suit the needs and standing of those who had gathered. Quin was directed to a chamber she had stayed in before. The familiarity struck her as she entered: the carved wooden screens, the silk drapes embroidered with lotus blossoms, the faint scent of sandalwood lingering in the air. A low resting couch stood by the window, and a lacquered table held a single candle, its flame steady in the stillness.

It was a good room, spacious yet private. Lord Fargu had ensured she was given comfort and protection. The chamber’s location at the far end of the corridor meant fewer eyes upon her, and the warriors stationed discreetly outside were a silent reminder of his vigilance.

Quin accepted the room with a faint nod, her pale features revealing fatigue. She sat quietly, the candlelight reflecting across her face. She had eaten little at the feast, and the emptiness in her body weighed on her.

She reached for the candle, ready to blow out the flame, when a gentle knock came at the door.

“Quin,” came the familiar voice, warm but steady. It was Lord Fargu. 

The door opened, and he stepped inside, his presence calm but careful. He offered Quin a faint smile, though his eyes searched her face with concern.

“I wished only to say good night. Are you all right?” he asked gently. “You seemed a bit uneasy at dinner. If there is anything you need, just let me know, and an attendant will bring it for you.”

Quin shifted slightly beneath the blanket, her voice soft but steady. “It’s all right. I’m only tired.”

Lord Fargu nodded, his expression kind. “Then rest well.”

He lingered a moment longer, as though wishing to say more, then turned toward the door. His steps were unhurried, his composure steady. Yet his thoughts stirred. With a final glance, he turned toward the door. The candlelight curled against the carved screens, her father’s words fading into the stillness, leaving her alone with the silence.

As Lord Fargu eased out of the chamber, Luo moved unseen by Light Travel. He slipped inside just as the door closed behind her father. Lord Fargu, though already walking away, felt it. The subtle shift in the air, the presence of another. He did not turn or speak. His silence was deliberate. He knew someone had entered, and he suspected who it was. He allowed the moment to pass, but his mind was heavy with unspoken questions.

Inside the chamber, Quin looked up, startled but not afraid. Luo emerged from the shadows, his eyes filled with worry and longing. He had come to her not as Hatyian’s heir, not as a warrior bound to duty, but as the man who loved her without reservation. 

“I hope I didn’t startle you,” he said. His voice was low and warm. “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

He crossed the room and sat beside her on the bed.

Quin gazed at him, her expression soft.  “I was not feeling well earlier, but the cool air helped. I’m better now.” 

Her voice was gentle, an attempt to ease the tension she saw in his eyes. They had not shared a quiet moment together in far too long, and the ache of that separation lingered between them.

He studied her for a long moment, longing tightening in his chest. He bent toward her and kissed her. This time, he did not pull away at once. It was a quiet kiss, but it carried weight. When he finally drew back, he remained close, their foreheads nearly touching, his breath steady only because he forced it to be.

Every part of him resisted leaving. He wanted to stay beside her, to hold her and allow himself the comfort of what was already true between them. They belonged to one another. That truth was simple and solid, and it would have been easy to rest in it.

But the mansion was crowded, and their union was still hidden from the world. Too much closeness would invite attention. Attention would invite questions. And questions would threaten the fragile life they were protecting together.

Restraint, then, was not courtesy or caution; it was sacrifice. It was the quiet cost of choosing safety over honesty, and it pressed against him every time he stood beside her and acted as though she were only another companion among many.

“Rest,” he said softly, his hand lifting to her cheek. His gaze lingered, steady and intent, as he stepped back and turned away.

Quin’s fingers curled into the blanket, but the warmth he left behind steadied her, anchoring her where fear might otherwise have taken hold.

Luo left Quin’s chamber reluctantly and sought Muxan. They had weathered seasons and wars together. Their bond was tempered by fire and trust. Tonight, Luo needed that steadiness. 

At first, Luo sat without speaking. Muxan understood the heaviness in his silence and the tension coiled beneath it. Between them, words had never been the only language. As the night went on, Muxan shared more of what had happened in the Dragon Den and his growing suspicion of Lint Ji. But he knew Luo carried enough burdens of his own, so he held back the rest. Some truths could wait until morning. ❀

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

第3章 When Jealousy Draws Its Blade
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❧

The morning broke with sunlight, but the air was heavy around Lord Fargu’s mansion. The group gathered early, knowing their next step was to move closer to the cultivation ground in Naping. Lord Fargu stood at the edge of the courtyard with a controlled expression. 

“The cultivation ground lies high in the mountains of Naping. We will not move by carriage. I will guide us closer.”

They packed only what was necessary, mindful that discretion and the concealment of their identities would serve them well. At Lord Din’s request, they no longer addressed him as Lord. He offered no explanation, and the others assumed it was simply to hide his identity on the journey to the cultivation ground. None of them questioned it.

Only he knew the real reason. The weight of his past actions was a burden he carried alone, a guilt he had never voiced and had no intention of sharing.

Lord Fargu raised his hands, and with a surge of True Qi, he opened a path that bent light itself. The portal carried them near the mountain slopes. The world shifted, and in an instant, the light gave way to the Naping ridges.

For Luo, the path ahead was familiar. Yu Lan and Maid Wu knew it as well, and even Lord Fargu had walked these trails without hesitation. Li Mou’s thoughts drifted to the moment Rui Fin had broken their engagement on this very mountain. Each memory was different, yet all of them lingered like a wound.

But Quin felt the weight more deeply than the others. The dragon seed had first pulsed within her on this very cultivation ground, and the memory clung to her like a scar. Yet what unsettled her most was recalling how Lint Ji had taken her from a neighboring ridge. It was not the same place, yet the land carried both echoes. And standing here made unease rise within her. 

She felt the memory in her bones, a tremor beneath her calm. And though Luo walked just ahead, steady as ever, she kept that truth locked behind her teeth. Her silence followed them up the path—heavy and deliberate.

✦ ✧ ✦

The mountain air grew colder as they climbed. The silence among the group was only broken by the crunch of boots on stone. 

Muxan kept his hand near his blade, Yu Lan swept his gaze along the treeline, and even Physician Din’s eyes darted cautiously, prepared for any sudden attack.

Yet the mountain remained strangely still. No growls of beasts echoed, and no shadows moved. The silence was thick and unnatural.

Suddenly, from the ridge ahead, figures emerged, warriors. Their blades gleamed with aberrant Qi. Their robes carried the mark of Dahar, etched with symbols that seemed to pulse faintly in the morning air, as though alive.

At their center stood Lint Ji, his presence commanding and his eyes fixed unerringly on Quin. The air itself seemed to constrict around him, the silence of the mountain broken by the heavy tread of Dahar’s warriors.

Quin’s breath became uneven as the dragon seed within her pulsed violently. She staggered, and Luo reached out to steady her. The gesture was instinctive, protective, and intimate. And it did not go unnoticed.

Lint Ji’s gaze narrowed, a cruel smile tugging at his lips. 

“So... it is true. She means something to you, Prince Luo. I wondered before, but now I see it clearly.”

Luo’s hand stayed on Quin’s arm, steadying her. He looked at her closely, catching the tremor of fear in her eyes, the way her breath quickened as the dragon seed pulsed within her. This was not the fear of battle. It was something deeper, older.

A thought struck him: Was Muxan’s suspicion right? Had they met before?... Whatever had passed between Quin and Lint Ji must have been painful enough to provoke such a response now. 

Luo’s grip steadied, protective resolve settling into his voice as he turned to face Lint Ji.

“What does she have to do with you? You have no claim on her. Stay away from her.”

Lint Ji’s smile curved into something darker. His eyes gleamed with a hunger that unsettled even the Dahar warriors at his side.

“You are unaware, Prince Luo. She is everything. Quin is not just a woman you protect. She is the vessel of power. She possesses the dragon seed that Dahar itself desires. I have seen it, felt it, and I will not let her slip from me again.”

He stepped forward, breath quickening as his voice rose with fervor born of desire and conviction. “You think chance alone made her cross my path? No. She was chosen. The dragon seed binds her to me, and through her, to destiny itself. You may hold her arm, but you cannot sever what has already been written. Quin belongs to me.”

Quin’s body trembled against Luo’s hold. The seed inside her throbbed even more fiercely as though answering Lint Ji’s claim or recoiling from it. Her fingers clutched at Luo’s sleeve, seeking steadiness.

Luo’s eyes hardened with fury. 

“You speak of destiny as if it excuses your madness. Quin is not yours to claim. She will never be yours.”

Lint Ji’s expression twisted in rage. A raw aching jealousy flashed across his face. With a sudden command, the Dahar warriors surged forward. Swords crashed together with a force that split the air, and the mountainside trembled as Qi burst outward in sweeping waves. Their blades flashed too swiftly for mortal sight. Every step shattered stone, sending fragments skittering across the ground.

Muxan and the others met with equal force. Their Qi surged in violent streams as the wind buckled under the weight of their power. Leaves tore from branches and spiraled into the sky. Their swords moved with deadly purpose, weaving through the chaos, splitting the air and shaking the mountain’s core.

What unfolded between them was no simple clash. It was a collision of forces vast enough to bend the realms—a deadly storm born of steel, Qi, and jealousy so fierce it refused to be contained.

Su Mu and Yu Lan fought relentlessly, driving their line forward.

Su Mu’s blade blazed with Qi-Forged Blade, the edge fortified by pure Qi until every strike carved through armor and stone alike. His movements were disciplined, each blow delivered with the precision of a swordsman who trusted nothing but his blade.

Yu Lan held the front beside him, his body gleaming under Mystic Guard. The reinforcement hardened him like spirit-forged iron, allowing him to deflect crushing blows and withstand spiritual pressure that would have flattened lesser cultivators.

Rui Fin moved to their side, merging elemental force with martial skill in a single fluid rhythm. He unleashed Battle-Qi Surge, raw power flooding his limbs until each strike sent shockwaves through the ground. His sword followed with Qi-Forged Blade, its edge glowing white-hot as it sliced through enemy ranks. When the enemy pressed too close, he shifted seamlessly into Mystic Guard, reinforcing his body to endure the storm of counterattacks.

Muxan anchored the flank, his blade steady and controlled, but unlike the others, no named technique shaped his movements. His power did not flare; it deepened, the air bending around him as if reality itself recognized him. Each step he took carried the weight of an eternal presence, and every strike landed with a force that felt older than the mountain beneath them. Warriors who approached him faltered, their Qi unraveling under the pressure of something they could not comprehend.

He fought without flourish, without the thunder of unleashed Qi—only a calm, relentless certainty. His stance did not waver; he was the pillar that kept the defense from breaking. Without him, the line would have shattered. And he fought for one purpose alone: to shield Luo and Quin.

Luo could have vanished. Everyone knew it. With Quin in his arms, he could have slipped into the hidden paths before the first blade was drawn. It would have been the safest choice for her. The easiest. The most selfish. But the people standing with them were the same ones who had sworn to protect Quin. They had bled for her, guarded her, and trusted her. To abandon them now would be a betrayal he could never wash from his name.

So he stayed.

Quin trembled against him, the dragon seed pulsing, her breath uneven. Every instinct in Luo’s body screamed to hide her away from the hands reaching to claim her. But duty held him where he stood, steadying him when fear tried to pull him back.

When the Daharian warriors surged forward, Luo fastened his hold on Quin with one arm and lifted his blade with the other. He did not step back. He did not retreat. He became a wall.

His fighting changed. Desperation sharpened his strikes, turning them into something almost frightening. He fought like a man cornered, like a man who had already decided he would die before letting Quin slip from his grasp. Every movement was controlled and designed to keep Quin behind him and the enemy in front. He fought in a narrow circle, never straying more than a breath away from her.

Qi flared around him, forming a protective arc that wrapped around Quin like a second shield. Anyone who crossed that boundary fell beneath his blade.

Li Mou was no warrior, and the clash overwhelmed her. A Dahar fighter lunged toward her, causing her to falter. Physician Din reached her in an instant, placing himself between her and the strike. He possessed no superior blade. All he had was iron resolve. He caught her arm and steadied her.

His voice was protective and calm. “Stay behind me, child. I will not let them harm you.” There was something fatherly in his tone.  

Maid Wu froze, torn between loyalty and terror. Her blade lifted unsteadily as her breath stilled, and her gaze shifted helplessly between Yu Lan, Luo, and Lint Ji. She did not know which way her loyalty would pull her.

Lord Fargu pushed through the chaos toward Quin.  His robes flared as urgency gripped every line of his face. “We must get her out! The dragon seed reacts too strongly. If it breaks loose, none of us may survive!”

Luo fought fiercely, every strike unyielding. He cut down one attacker, then another, but his eyes kept checking that she was still safe. Lint Ji pushed through the chaos, desperate to reach her. Luo met him with a force that shook the ground beneath them. His blade came down with the full weight of his fury. No matter how brutal the fight became, Luo held the same thought in his chest: Lint Ji will never touch her. Not while I still breathe.

Lint Ji realized he was losing. His warriors lay scattered across the ground, many falling under Luo and Muxan’s blades. But he refused to retreat. He needed to strike Luo one final time. He needed to wound him in a way steel could not.

His voice rose with cruelty and the bitter satisfaction of a man who wanted to see another bleed from the inside. “Your loyalty shifts. First to Empress Lia, now to Prince Luo. Tell me, how long before it shifts again?”

The words cut through the air. Maid Wu stiffened as shame and confusion twisted inside her. Yu Lan’s eyes narrowed at the way Lint Ji’s gaze had slid sideways, lingering for a heartbeat on Physician Din. The remaining warriors pressed harder, their blades ringing like thunder. Quin’s pulse surged, panic rising inside her as the dragon seed thrashed with ancient power like a warning. She lowered herself to the ground, breath trembling, terrified of what might happen.

Lord Fargu lifted both hands. His Qi gathered around him while urgency drove his voice. 

“Enough. We leave now!”

Maid Wu faltered once more, torn between staying and fleeing. For a moment, she seemed rooted to her spot, trapped by indecision. But Lord Fargu’s voice cut through the chaos, commanding them to withdraw. In that moment, she stumbled into motion, falling in with the others.

Light surged. Quin entered first, then Li Mou and Physician Din, then the rest. Lint Ji’s voice chased them into the light with cold and triumphant certainty. “Run if you must. Quin is mine!”

✦ ✧ ✦

They emerged far from the chaos. The dragon seed within Quin still thrummed with unstable energy. Yet as the portal sealed behind them, a strange calm began to settle. It felt as though leaving that place had quieted the turbulent currents and stilled the dragon seed’s unrest.

Luo’s jaw was tight, his eyes burning with frustration. He had wanted to fight Lint Ji to the end, to cut him down and silence his obsession. But Quin’s safety had come first. Yet the thought of leaving Lint Ji standing and unbroken gnawed at him. The warm air gripped his skin, but it was nothing compared to the blistering questions twisting through his mind. How did he know we would be at the cultivation ground?

Lint Ji’s voice still echoed in his skull. Who was he really speaking of... when he said they served my mother? And now me?

He clenched his fists as anger rose beneath his calm exterior. Normally, Luo was measured with restraint. But when it came to Quin, he could be impulsive and reckless if it meant protecting her.

Hours passed, and silence settled over them like a heavy veil. Each of them kept to their own thoughts, speaking nothing aloud as they quietly wrestled with the questions the cultivation ground had left behind. 

As the sky became darker, Lord Fargu broke the silence. His voice was steady. “We cannot fight shadows tonight. We are weary, wounded, and divided. Rest is what we need now.”

He gestured to the trees surrounding the clearing. 

“We will make camp here tonight.  Quin must be kept calm, and the dragon seed must be stilled. Su Mu, Yu Lan, Rui Fin, and Muxan—guard the perimeter. Maid Wu and Li Mou tend the fire. Physician Din, stay close to Quin.”

The group obeyed reluctantly, suspicion still lingering. But the order gave them purpose. Soon, a small fire was lit. Quin sat near it, her hands trembling. Li Mou sat beside her, still shaken, and Physician Din hovered protectively, his silence heavy.

Lord Fargu watched them for a long moment, then turned to Luo. He saw the tension in his jaw and the storm gathering behind his eyes. It was the way Luo held himself as if bracing against something he could not name.

“Walk with me,” Lord Fargu said, his voice low, meant only for Luo.

They moved a short distance from the fire, into the shadows of the clearing. Luo’s fists were clenched so tightly his knuckles had gone pale. When he spoke, his voice carried a fierce edge, the strain of confusion and anger twisting beneath every word.

“He anticipated us, and his words... about loyalty, about my mother...” Luo’s breath shook once before he forced it steady. “Is there an enemy among us?”

Lord Fargu’s gaze remained steady. His tone was calm in a way that only made Luo’s turmoil feel weightier. “Perhaps Lint Ji is more strategic than you thought. He spoke to fracture us and plant doubt. You must not let anger rule you. Quin’s safety depends on your clarity.”

Lord Fargu could see that Luo’s reaction held little connection to accusations of betrayal. That concern weighed on him, yes.  Yet something heavier had rooted itself in him now. Luo had finally understood that Lint Ji shared a past with Quin. 

Muxan had mentioned his suspicion to Luo once, but only in the way a friend speaks when he was not sure he should. He never claimed it to be true, never investigated further, and never made accusations. He simply hinted that Lint Ji might have once set his sights on Quin. It was only a suspicion, nothing more, and Quin herself had never spoken of it.

But now, hearing Lint Ji’s words and seeing Quin’s reaction, Luo understood. The fascination was real. The truth was standing in front of him, undeniable. A part of him was grateful Muxan had warned him, even subtly. It had been a shield of sorts, a small layer of preparation for a truth Quin had kept hidden.

Lord Fargu had known of Lint Ji’s obsession for some time, but he had kept that knowledge silent. Now Luo carried that truth, and the weight of it settled heavily within him.

Luo’s chest ached. The words scraped out of him, shaped by the fury he was barely holding back. 

“If Quin were not there, I would have fought Lint Ji and ended him.”

“And perhaps you would have,” Lord Fargu replied, his voice carrying a genuine understanding. “Tomorrow, we will speak openly as a group. If there is a hidden enemy, we will not withstand what lies ahead.”

Behind them, the fire crackled low. Luo exhaled slowly, his anger still boiling, but Lord Fargu’s words anchored him. Quin’s safety came first. Lint Ji’s obsession, his strategy, and his knowledge of Luo’s bond with Quin would all have to be faced in time.

✦ ✧ ✦

Luo walked away, keeping his distance from the others. His steps were steady, but his mind remained restless. He found a stone at a secluded spot hidden by the trees and sat on it. His blade rested across his knees, his gaze lost in the cool night air.

Quin lingered by the fire for a long while before she rose. She crossed the clearing only when she believed the others were not watching. 

She sat beside him, her voice soft, uncertain, as though each word cost her strength.

“Luo... I need to say something, but I don’t know how. I don’t want anything to come between us. You mean too much to me. Our love means too much.” 

She paused for a moment. “I know you question how Lint Ji could know about us. And I know you wonder if someone among us is betraying us... That thought terrifies me.”

She faltered, her eyes lowering, fingers twisting together. The words hung heavy in the air. Luo’s head lifted, his eyes narrowing, concern etched across his face. He turned toward her fully, searching her expression.

“Quin... don’t hold back. We’ve carried enough secrets between us already. If there is anything between you and Lint Ji, say it. I would rather face it with you than be left in the dark.”

Quin swallowed hard, her breath uneven. She nodded slowly, gathering courage within herself. Her gaze lowered again as she tried to hold herself steady. 

Luo’s heart raced, dread erupting inside him like a wave he could not stop. What is she going to say? I’m not sure I can bear it.

When she spoke, her voice trembled with memory. 

“Do you remember... when you had to leave for Hatyian, after I forgot everything?”

She paused again, the silence stretching between them. Luo’s brow furrowed. He leaned closer without realizing it.  His tone was soft, though unease still clung to the edges. 

“Quin...?”

She drew a slow breath, steadying herself. 

“Lord Fargu and I ventured up the mountain once, searching for the Flower of Grief. At the time, I was vulnerable... I believed Physician Din was dead. It was very emotional for me.”

Luo’s pulse quickened, fear and jealousy stirring beneath his ribs.

Quin’s voice softened, touched with old loneliness. “We met Lint Ji there. He was a magistrate for a settlement in the mountains. He was kind and caring. For a moment, he made me forget the pain... or the loneliness of missing you. And I did miss you, Luo. Even though I had no memories, I knew you belonged in my heart.”

Her voice cracked, but she forced herself to speak. “But after a while, he changed and became obsessed. He even carried me to Dahar.”

Anger flared hot in Luo’s chest. Jealousy sharpened in his voice until it came out low and dangerous.

“Quin... be honest with me. Has anything passed between you and Lint Ji? Why have you not said this before?”

Quin froze. The silence between them grew heavy with a mixture of fear, love, regret, and the shadow of Lint Ji’s fixation all pressing in at once.

When she spoke, her eyes were filled with sorrow and a fragile kind of truth.

“When I left Hatyian, after you told me what your mother had done, trying to harm my mother and me, I didn’t get far. Lint Ji captured me. It was horrible. Every breath felt like a punishment. Whatever feelings I may have once carried for him are long gone. After returning from Dahar, I saw clearly who he was. I knew I could never be with him. But I swear to you, Luo, I have never shared anything with him beyond friendship and laughter.”

The words struck Luo like a shard of shattered jade. He remembered their argument. He remembered rushing to Dahar to rescue her. But the pain from the Flower of Grief was unbearable. Lord Fargu had to drag him back for his own safety, and he was placed in a deep sleep that kept him alive.

She paused again as her concern for Luo deepened.

“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to burden you with something that was already over. I didn’t want you to worry about my captivity. And I was afraid... afraid you would look at me differently, or feel disappointed in me. I thought keeping it quiet would spare you, not hurt you.”

A stabbing pain pierced Luo’s chest, raw and familiar. It echoed the ache he had felt once before when they had broken apart. He tried to sustain it and hide it, but the strain showed on his face.

“Luo,” Quin said, her voice carrying deep concern. “What is happening to you? Are you keeping secrets from me?”

Luo paused and lowered his gaze. For a moment, he could not look at her, torn between shielding her and telling her the truth.

“I don’t want to burden you,” he said quietly, the words rough with conflict.

Quin drew closer, her tone tender. 

“Tell me. I will worry still, and it will hurt me more not knowing.”

Luo closed his eyes, then spoke, his voice heavy with confession. 

“To make the Flower of Grief... I had to use a measure of my Essence. It is forbidden, so I can’t reveal it. Muxan knows, and now you know as well. But it’s a secret, you can’t tell. The consequence is this: if I hurt you, I will feel the pain a thousand times more... I felt the pain and loneliness you experienced in my absence. I’m sorry, Quin. I never meant to hurt you.”

She had never known the sacrifice he had made for her, the depth of his suffering carried silently. Her heart clenched at the thought of him bearing such torment alone.

Quin would not let Luo endure even a moment more of pain. She placed her hands gently against his chest, her eyes closing as she summoned the technique Physician Din had shown her. Essence flowed, but this time the glow was soft, almost unnoticeable. It weaved into Luo’s body. The ache eased, and warmth spread through him.

Luo’s eyes widened. Shock, amazement, and fear all surged at once. He had never known she possessed such great power.

“Quin... if this is but a small display of the Dragon Essence you yield, then I understand why my father, mother, and even Lint Ji want it, or fear it.”

He held her hands, longing to hold on, but he forced himself to let go. The desire in his chest was a silent war between longing and restraint. His voice came across as calm and protective. 

“I trust you. If you say he is in the past, I will not press further... I just want you safe.” 

He drew himself closer to her, instinct pulling him toward the warmth of her presence. For a heartbeat, he wanted nothing more than to kiss her, to anchor himself in the certainty of their love. But he turned away, unwilling for anyone else to witness their closeness.

The firelight danced across their faces in the night air. Quin’s healing had bound them together in ways neither of them had expected, and her truths had deepened their bond. Yet the danger of her power lingered around them like a silent threat, a secret they would have to guard fiercely. ❀
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第4章 Secrets and Tension

[image: ]


❧

Dawn unfurled in a muted glow. Fog drifted low across the cultivation ground, coiling like the breath of unseen spirits. Lint Ji had secured it, and with it, the very ground needed for the ritual, to awaken the Grand Dragon of Mercy.

After Luo and the others left, Lint Ji’s heart twisted with disappointment and anger. Quin had been so close, yet once again she slipped away. 

The thought of her beside Luo was poison. It stirred a jealousy so fierce it clawed at his soul and burned like fire in his veins. He pledged to reclaim her, no matter the cost. This sacred ground was his chance. In his mind, nothing would stand between him and Quin.

But whispers followed him like shadows. Those around him feared his obsession. They saw the danger. His fixation on Quin could shatter the grand design: the rise of Dahar and the fall of Hatyian.

They resolved to act before it was too late.

Commander Wong approached with caution. His voice was soft, almost pleading. 

“Lord Lint Ji, Dahar holds countless beauties. Even the Lower Realm offers women to ease any longing in your heart. Choose freely, if it will release what binds you to Quin.” 

He hesitated, then forced the words out. 

“She seems devoted to the Eternal Prince. Tell me, my lord, do we march to war for Dahar’s glory? Or for something else that drives us into bloodshed?”

Each word was a spark to parched firewood. Rage surged through Lint Ji. He wanted to end Commander Wong’s life then and there. But he held back. His gaze burned as he spoke.

“Repeat those words, and you will not live to regret them.”

Commander Wong withdrew quietly. Yet his mind remained restless.  He knew the truth too well. A single forbidden longing could topple alliances, fuel doubt, and fracture the delicate balance that kept the Daharian Palace standing. He could not bring himself to leave Lint Ji to drown in that silent suffering. So he began his work in secret.

Within the palace walls, far from the eyes of Lint Ji, Commander Wong quietly summoned the most gifted women the realm could offer. These were not ordinary beauties. They were already refined, already admired, already flawless in the eyes of most.

But Commander Wong pushed further. He arranged for masters of etiquette, music, and poetry to polish them even more. Their gestures were shaped with discipline, their voices tempered into calm softness, and their movements refined into a composed, unbroken elegance.

He did this not out of cruelty, nor ambition, but out of fear. 

Fear that Lint Ji’s longing for the unattainable would one day break him, and ultimately, the entire realm would pay the price. If he could present companions of unmatched grace and talent, perhaps Lint Ji’s heart might loosen its grip on the one woman he could never have. Perhaps the chain would weaken, and disaster could be avoided.

Commander Wong knew he was treading on dangerous ground. If discovered, he could be accused of manipulation, overstepping, or even treachery. He risked his position, his honor, and possibly his life. But he accepted the danger. He whispered to himself, I will face whatever comes, but I will not watch my lord break himself over a love he can never claim.

✦ ✧ ✦

Deep within the Dragon Den, where corrupt Essence coiled like living shadows, the dragon made his next move. He knew the scent of ambition well; the desire for power would always draw the wrong-hearted toward his cavern. Empress Lia had promised she would reveal his location to those who sought him. It was an offering she believed would please him, while secretly hoping to manipulate him into giving her the knowledge she craved. And for a moment, she thought she had succeeded. He had told her of the Dagger of the Void Hollow Scale and where it was hidden.

And so they came, one after another. Sect Leaders, warriors, and officials descended into the depths, drawn by whispers of the corrupted strength he wielded. Each entered expecting a bargain, imagining they could grasp the power he possessed with their hands, their schemes, or their greed.

They did not know they were walking into the jaws of a dragon who had no intention of sharing, only consuming.

With a single flick of his hands, he released silent ripples of Dragon Essence so concentrated and ancient that the cavern itself seemed to breathe in. The cultivators stiffened, their eyes widening in horror as their life force was pulled from their cores. Their souls dimmed. Their bodies collapsed without a sound. Each one was drained of their hard-earned cultivation, consumed as easily as mist swallowed by darkness. The dragon watched their demise without emotion. To him, they were nothing more than fuel.

When the echoes of their deaths faded, a lone figure approached, footsteps trembling on the stone. A messenger from Dahar stepped into the cavern, clearly aware he stood where dozens had fallen. He bowed low, his voice cracking under the weight of fear. 

“Great One... Lord Lint Ji requests an audience.”

The dragon shifted into his mortal guise, a tall figure with an elegant and dangerous calm. He circled the messenger with slow, measured steps. “So,” he said, his voice sounding like a silent river, “after all this time, he seeks me out. Tell me, why?”

The messenger swallowed hard. “Great One... I do not know every detail. Only that he and Empress Lia aim to awaken the Grand Dragon of Mercy; she has discovered the location of a sacred dagger.”

A low rumble began in the dragon’s chest before erupting into a deep laugh. The messenger dropped to his knees, hands pressed over his ears and eyes widening as the dragon’s laughter rolled around him.

When the dragon finally stilled, he regarded the trembling man with cold amusement. His voice, when he spoke, slithered through the cavern mercilessly. “You bring dangerous
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