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Dear Reader,

Thank you for stepping back into Hatyian with me. This part of the journey is where everything sharpens. War hits hard, yes, but so do the choices people make when the world around them starts to crack. You’ll see characters pushed into corners they never expected, and you’ll watch them grow in ways they didn’t know they could.

Some bonds tighten. Some shift. Some are tested so fiercely that they almost break. And sometimes, when the ground gives way, someone has to hold another up just long enough to keep them from slipping further. That’s the heart of this book—not just the battles, but the moments where loyalty, love, and sheer stubborn hope keep people standing.

There are secrets still buried, ambitions that flare under pressure, and decisions that ripple far beyond the moment they’re made. But through all of it, there’s a spark that remains. A spark that says: keep going, keep fighting, keep feeling.

I hope you feel the pulse of this world as deeply as I did while writing it. —M. N Boothe

Epigraph

“You forgot the principle of our Qìthryx. My father once warned me that it cannot be awakened by force or used for dominion. And if ever misused, it collapses inward, erasing itself and anything bound within.”


—  Lady Zhihua



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 Quiet That Hurts
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❧

Days had passed, and Quin’s worry had begun to coil inside her chest. She knew the war was approaching. She knew Luo sometimes disappeared for a day or two when preparations demanded it. But he had never left without telling her. Not once.

Quin stepped into the courtyard, hoping the open air would steady her, but instead a restlessness rose in her stomach, sharp and cold, spreading through her like a warning she could not ignore. Something was wrong. She felt it in her bones.

As night pressed on, she left the courtyard and walked toward the inner hall of Luo’s palace. Restless, sleep refused to come. The child was with Physician Din, safe and watched over, yet Quin’s heart would not settle. 

She stepped into the hall and froze. The air shifted, heavy and charged, as if the room itself recognized the presence waiting within it. A presence familiar enough to stir old fear, and intense enough to silence every thought in her mind. Her breath jolted. Her pulse stumbled. She bowed low, unable to do anything else beneath the weight of him. 

“Rise, Quin,” the Emperor said.

His presence stirred memories she wished she could forget. 

“Sit,” he said.

Quin obeyed, taking her place on a low chair. The Emperor sat nearby, his posture composed, his gaze unreadable.

“Do you play weiqi?” he asked.

Quin folded her hands neatly in her lap, one resting lightly over the other. “My Eternal Emperor, I played when I was younger. Physician Din taught me. But since coming to Hatyian, I have not.” 

“Very well,” he said. “Let us begin.”

They sat in silence, placing stones on the board. The hall was quiet except for the soft click of black and white pieces. As the Emperor watched her moves, something shifted in his expression. 

The Emperor paused the game.

“I wished to speak with both you and Luo,” he said, his voice heavy. “But he is in cultivation with Muxan. He cannot leave until the seal breaks and the war begins.”

Quin’s heart raced, a quick, unsteady rhythm she struggled to hide, worry moving through her chest until it was hard to breathe. “My Eternal Emperor... when will that be?”

He did not answer at once. Instead, he regarded her with a softness seldom shown, a gentleness reserved for only a precious few. 

“Call me Emperor,” he said quietly. “We are family. You are married to my son.”

After a moment, she replied, "Yes, My Emperor.”

They played in silence, stones clicking softly like distant echoes of fate. After a long moment, the Emperor spoke.

“Quin,” the Emperor said, his voice steady, “I will tell you a tale. You must listen to it, ask what you will, and I will answer.”

Quin’s eyes lifted to his, uncertainty threading through her expression. 

But she nodded once. “I will listen.”

The Emperor regarded her for a moment, as though measuring that answer, then began.

“Before the realms learned fear, before mortals understood the weight of their own names, there were dragons. They were not gods... though mortals would later call them such.”

Quin’s gaze sharpened despite herself, but she said nothing. 

He continued. “The first dragons were born whole. Body, spirit, and will bound as one. They possessed true Dragon Essence, complete and sovereign. Their forms were vast and terrible... yet not binding.”

Quin tilted her head slightly. “Not binding?”

“They could fold that Essence inward,” he said, “and assume mortal shape. Not because they had to. Because they chose to.”

Her expression shifted. “Then they were never... trapped in one form.”

“No.” His voice was calm. “To be an original dragon was to be sovereign over one’s own existence. But even among dragons, there were divisions.”

Quin fell quiet, absorbing that. “And the others?” she asked after a moment. 

The Emperor’s gaze rested on her. “Not all dragons were born whole. Some came into being through fractured means. Residue of ancient power. Splintered will. Corrupted creation.”

Quin’s brow furrowed. “We were never taught that.”

“No,” he said. “No one in the Lower Realm knows this history. But there are scrolls here in Hatyian. Those who have read them understand this truth.”

She hesitated again. “Then were they lesser?”

The Emperor replied, “They were incomplete.”

That word carried weight. He continued, “They possessed Essence. Hunger. Power. But they lacked grounding. They could not fold inward. They could not assume mortal form.”

“So, they were bound to what they were?” Quin asked.

“Yes,” the Emperor said.

Her fingers clenched slightly. “And they were judged for that?”

“They were judged,” he said, “for what they became with it.”

Quin let out a slow breath. “That does not sound like mercy.”

The Emperor’s voice remained controlled. “It was the only kind that endures. To the original dragons, he gave a binding. They would be forced into mortal form. Their dominion stripped. Their choices limited.”

“And the others?” Quin asked quietly.

“They were stripped of form entirely. Their Essence dispersed, but not destroyed.”

A chill moved through her, though she did not show it. “And if they resist?”

“They destroy themselves,” the Emperor said. “Not by punishment. By law. The binding answers defiance.”

She went still for a moment. “So, if they try to become what they were...”

“They cease to be at all,” the Emperor said.

The quiet in the hall deepened.

Quin’s voice lowered. “Then why not destroy them from the beginning?”

“Because destruction would not teach restraint,” he said. “It would only erase the lesson.”

She did not seem satisfied with that, but she nodded anyway.

“And one refused.” The Emperor continued. “He was not destroyed, but sealed. A warning that could not be ignored.”

Quin absorbed that, then asked more carefully, “And the others? The ones without form... what became of them?”

The Emperor’s tone shifted slightly. “They learned.”

“Learned what?” she asked.

“That power does not require form,” he said. “Only opportunity.”

Her attention sharpened immediately.

“That’s when Lint Ji appeared,” the Emperor said.

A silent fear gripped Quin, and the Emperor saw it. “You know him?” he asked.

Quin’s gaze faltered. She could not lie, so she spoke the truth. 

“It was when I lost my memories. I met him.” She looked up, needing the Emperor to understand. “Nothing more than friendship. My heart has always been for Prince Luo. No other.”

The Emperor understood what she did not wish to leave unspoken. 

“He is not the real Lint Ji,” the Emperor said. “An Essence-born dragon has overtaken him.”

Quin’s breath caught.

The Emperor continued, his voice steady. “They can be close to many, but their true attachment forms only once. When their will chooses someone, that bond does not fade, even if the other person does not accept it. It becomes a one-sided devotion, unbreakable and enduring.”

He paused, allowing the weight of his words to settle before he continued.

“But if the chosen one chooses them back, the bond changes. Two wills align. Two hearts bind. That is the rare, mutual form we call destiny.”

Quin swallowed hard, unsure what to say, and so remained quiet.

The Emperor spoke again, his voice quieter now, grounded in something older. “Lint Ji was not chosen for strength or talent. He was chosen because he was breaking.”

His gaze did not leave Quin. “I knew him. I knew the man he was, and I knew his father before him.”

Something in his expression shifted, not softening, but darkening with memory. “He was not born to this fate. He opened himself to something he did not understand.”

The weight of that settled between them. 

“He was worn down, piece by piece, until there was nothing left within him strong enough to resist. And when that moment came... something answered.”

That struck something in her. “And the dragon?” Quin asked.

“It did not seek permission,” the Emperor said. “It did not bargain. It forced its way in.”

Quin stiffened slightly. “So, the real Lint Ji...”

“Was buried,” the Emperor said. “Not erased. That distinction matters.”

Quin held that, unease threading through her now. “And the dragon controls everything?”

“Yes,” the Emperor replied.

Quin drew in a slow breath. “Then... why does this matter now?”

When the Emperor finally answered, his voice was sharper. “Because Lint Ji and the others will seek to break the seal and bring war upon the realm. And when that fracture comes,” he continued, “they will strike at you and the child.”

The weight of it pressed in all at once, almost too much to draw breath through.

The Emperor met her gaze. “This is why the child must remain a secret for now.”

Quin’s eyes dropped, the weight of his words settling heavily. She questioned whether she had judged him wrongly, whether he was not as terrible as she had believed. The thought lingered, unwelcome and uncertain, but she kept it to herself. 

He hesitated, then spoke with the gravity of a man who had carried this truth alone for too long.

“I believe the seal will break in days... If we are favored, perhaps two weeks. But to hope for more is to hope for what cannot be.”

He extended his hand. “Open yours,” he said.

Quin lifted her palm.

The Emperor placed a small object into it, cool as morning metal. The weight of it felt wrong, as if it carried a destiny she did not want.

His voice lowered. “This is called the Void Crossing Token. This sanctuary is not mine alone,” he said. “Its creation required the blessing of the Grand Dragon, whose will stands above even my own. It lies beyond every map of Hatyian, hidden where no hunger can reach you, where no spy can follow, where even a dragon’s breath is barred unless the Grand Dragon wills it.”

He closed her fingers gently around the Void Crossing Token. 

“But understand this, Quin. It is exile, a single road with no return. Once you cross its threshold, the gates close behind you, and every tie to our realms is severed. Only the Grand Dragon may open that path again, and he does so by his mercy alone. Not by command. Not by plea. Not even by my authority.”

His gaze held hers, steady and unflinching. “This is the last road. The one you take only when all others have fallen away.”

Quin’s throat tightened. The token felt heavier now. 

She understood what he was truly saying. He was preparing her for the possibility that Luo might not return in time. Or that the war might reach her before he did. Or Lint Ji might come for her. Or that she might have to choose survival over everything else.

For the first time, Quin saw not the ruler of Hatyian, but a father. A man who feared losing his son, feared losing her, and feared what the coming days would demand of them all.

“Keep it close,” he said. “And I hope you never have to use it.”

She accepted it, knowing what it could mean. “I understand.”

He waited a moment, then spoke again. “Quin, if you knew war would descend upon us within days, what would you do?”

Quin studied the board, her gaze steady, voice composed.

“I would begin with knowledge,” she said. “Every report must be verified, every movement traced, every silence examined. Clarity is the root of survival. Remove it, even the strongest army becomes scattered dust.”

She placed a stone, its sound firm.

“I would strengthen the boundaries, reinforce the weak points, and ensure each commander understands not only their duties but the intent behind them. A cultivator or warrior who knows the purpose of a command can adapt when the heavens shift.”

Another stone clicked into place.

“I would prepare the healers before the first blade is drawn. Medicines, shelters, escape routes, all arranged where blood is most likely to fall. The vulnerable must be moved early, not after the storm arrives.”

Her tone deepened, thoughtful.

“I would assume every danger will manifest, and that unseen threats will rise with them. For those, I would weave flexibility into our plans and entrust capable hands with the authority to act.”

She set down another stone, her expression softening.

“And then, I would take one day for those I cherish. A single day to let them breathe, laugh, and remember warmth. War not only wounds the flesh. It steals hope. If they must walk into darkness, I would want them to carry at least one memory untouched by fear.”

The Emperor listened to her, half astonished and half impressed. They had never spoken in this manner before. Yet as she placed each stone with quiet certainty, he began to see traces of Lord Fargu in her. Not in temperament, but in clarity. In foresight. In the way her mind moved several steps ahead, weaving possibilities and contingencies with the ease of someone born to strategy.

He had underestimated her. Far above what he had imagined, her thoughts moved like a cultivator who had glimpsed the broader pattern of heaven and earth. And in that moment, he understood something he had not allowed himself to consider.

She can one day be an Empress in truth. Not a shadow behind Luo, not a gentle presence following his steps, but a partner who walks beside him, equal in mind and spirit. A woman who will steady the realm when storms rise. A woman who can lead.

For the first time in many months, the future did not look so bleak. Quin placed her final stone on the board, its soft click echoing through the hall.

The Emperor allowed himself a faint, controlled breath. “You have answered well,” he said.

He straightened as the decision settled over him like a mantle. “I will grant the realm one day, Quin. In two days, you will prepare a banquet. The warriors will return to their homes and spend one day with their families. After that, they will return to their posts.”

His gaze hardened with resolve.

“The arrangements for their families’ movement to the shield chambers and the shelters are already complete. No exceptions. What you have brought before me only hastens what was already set in motion. If war is truly upon us, we will not allow the innocent to stand in its path.”

The Emperor rose, his robes stirring like a shifting veil of light. Quin immediately stood as well, offering a deep bow. When she lifted her head, his form was already dissolving into glistening radiance. A soft glow swept through the hall, then vanished entirely as he returned to the Eternal Palace.

Stillness settled around her.

Quin remained standing for a moment, then lowered herself onto the chair once more. The lingering warmth of the encounter clung to her thoughts. She had never shared a quiet conversation with the Emperor before. She had expected distance, severity, perhaps even cold authority.

Instead, the evening had been unexpectedly gentle. Her mind drifted to Luo and Muxan. 

They are not suffering. They are cultivating, strengthening both spirit and body, preparing themselves so they will not falter when the seal shatters, and battle descends upon the realm.

That understanding eased something inside her. Hope, faint but steady, rose within her chest. Not a blazing flame, but a calm ember. The Emperor’s trust, Luo’s determination, the realm’s preparations—all of it formed a quiet reassurance that the coming storm might not consume everything.

Quin sat alone in the vast hall, the weiqi board before her, the last traces of celestial light fading from the air.

For the first time in many nights, the path ahead did not feel entirely lost. ✿
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第2章 The Cultivation Chamber
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❧

The chamber thrummed with a pressure so dense it felt as though the walls themselves were taut with strain. The Emperor’s seal still held firm, but the air inside the chamber had grown thick with everything Muxan and Luo had been suppressing. It carried every emotion they had swallowed and every thought they had refused to voice.   

They sat opposite one another, attempting to meditate, breathe, and obey the Emperor’s command to cultivate, yet their Qi churned restlessly beneath the surface. Their hearts beat too loudly in their chests, and their minds spiraled in chaotic circles that refused to settle.

Luo’s breath finally broke under the strain, escaping him in a sharp exhale that shattered the fragile stillness. 

“This isn’t working,” Luo said, the words slipping out before he could restrain them. They settled into the room with a heaviness that neither of them could pretend not to feel.

Muxan did not move. He remained seated exactly where he was, his posture rigid and unmoving, as if the act of staying still was the only thing keeping him from breaking apart.

Luo rose abruptly, unable to remain seated any longer. The pressure inside him had been building for too long, and the silence between them only made it worse.

“Stand,” he said.

Muxan’s eyes opened slowly. The exhaustion in them was unmistakable, and the tension coiled inside him for days showed in the heaviness of his gaze. He knew he should obey. He knew he had no right to ignore a direct command. Yet he remained where he was, unable to force his body to move.

“Luo,” he said quietly, the single word carrying the weight of everything he could not bring himself to release.

Luo’s breath shook. “Stand,” he said again. The word trembled with the strain of everything he knew Muxan was holding inside, and the heavy shadow of what had happened, pressing against both of them with a force neither could escape.

Muxan rose, and the instant he did, Luo struck him with a sharp blow to the chest, sending Him stumbling backward. 

Luo’s voice cracked as he spoke, the emotion he had been holding back finally breaking free. 

“You’re going to explode if you keep pretending you’re fine.”

Muxan drew in a slow, steadying breath. “So are you,” he answered, the truth settling between them with the weight of a stone neither of them had the strength to lift.

Luo struck him again, unable to contain the pressure any longer, and this time Muxan responded in kind, his fist meeting Luo’s ribs with equal force.

The chamber erupted around them beneath the weight of their blows. Luo lunged forward, every motion swift and deliberate.

“If you had always intended to confess to the Emperor, then you should have told him sooner,” he shouted, the words striking harder than his fists.

Muxan intercepted the next blow with a movement that came out sharper than he meant it to be, his body reacting before his mind could catch up. He countered instinctively and shoved Luo back, the force behind it carrying all the pressure he had been trying, and failing, to bury. 

“You should have stopped me,” he said, the words came out raw.

Luo answered by driving his fist into Muxan’s ribs. “You’re not my responsibility,” he shouted, but the tremor in his voice betrayed how deeply the moment was cutting him.

Muxan caught Luo’s wrist, twisting it just enough to break the momentum before pushing him away again. 

“And you’re not mine,” he said.

Their Qi surged in response to the storm inside them, flaring outward in a violent burst that crackled through the chamber like lightning tearing open the sky.

Luo ducked beneath Muxan’s next strike, spinning before driving a kick into Muxan’s side, sending him sliding across the polished floor. 

“You think you’re the only one who’s burdened by this?” Luo shouted. “You think you’re the only one who knows what’s coming?”

Muxan surged toward him again, his movements driven by the crushing awareness of the consequences of his choices. 

“You think I don’t know what I’ve done?” His voice shook, the words tearing out of him. “You think I don’t feel it every single moment, like a blade pressed against my throat?”

Their fists collided in midair, the impact echoing through the chamber as if something inside both of them had finally cracked open.

Luo’s expression twisted. “You’re terrified she might be carrying your child,” he said, the accusation ripping out of him before he could stop it.

Muxan’s breath hitched, the truth striking him with a force that had nothing to do with fists or Qi. Something inside him lurched, and he struck back with a surge of emotion he could no longer contain.

“And you’re terrified you won’t live long enough to raise yours,” he said.

And the moment the words left him, the weight of them filled the chamber like a storm rolling in all at once.

Luo froze for a single heartbeat, the truth slamming into him with a force that stole the breath from his lungs. Then the fear, the pain, and the desperation he had been holding back erupted, and he let out a roar as he tackled Muxan with everything he had been trying not to feel.

Luo’s hand caught his robes. “Of everyone who could have come close to you... Why her?” His voice sharpened. “Why the enemy’s daughter?”

Muxan’s breath jolted. For a moment, he could not speak.

“I don’t know,” he said, the words forced out, uneven. “Do you think I haven’t asked myself that?”

The silence cracked between them. Then Muxan’s gaze lifted, something in it hardening as he twisted and forced Luo back, shoving enough space between them to breathe. “Then why, Quin?” he said.

Luo let out a hard breath, something angered and raw pushing through.

“Because she didn’t come from the one thing trying to tear this realm apart,” he shot back. “Because she isn’t tied to someone who may use her against us.”

Muxan’s voice dropped, but it carried. “You talk like there was a clean line to walk away from,” he said. “There wasn’t. And even if there had been...” He drew a breath. “I wouldn’t have turned away.”

For a moment, neither moved. Then Luo surged forward again, and they collided, crashing to the floor with a force that shook the chamber. They rolled across the polished floor, grappling, pushing, and fighting against the pressure inside them more than against each other. Their breaths tore out in ragged bursts. Their Qi flared in wild, uncontrolled surges, answering their turmoil with flashes of light that cracked throughout the chamber like the first warnings of a storm.

It was not violence meant to wound. It was the only release left to two men drowning beneath fear, guilt, love, and loyalty. They both held so much that their bodies had become the only place the truth could escape.

Luo managed to pin Muxan for a moment, his hands trembling where they pressed against him, his chest heaving as though every breath cost him something he no longer had to spare.

“You do love her,” Luo said, and his voice shook as though the words themselves were too heavy to speak. “You love her so much you can’t breathe without knowing she is safe.”

The truth of it broke something open in the air between them, a shift so sharp and undeniable.

Muxan shoved him off, “And you love Quin so much you would give your life before allowing anything to touch her,” he said. 

The words tore straight from the part of him that was terrified of what losing Quin would do to Luo. The truth of it shook him as much as it did Luo.

Luo struck again, “I need her,” he said, his voice raw and unsteady. “I need Quin. I need my child. I can’t imagine a world where I live without them.”

The confession left him shaking, the sound of it filling the chamber with an ache so deep it felt like the walls themselves might crumble under the pressure.

Muxan hit back. The pressure inside him surged until it forced its way through his limbs, and the movement came out raw. 

“And I need Sisi,” he said, his voice breaking under the strain of the truth he had been terrified to face. “I need her answer. I need to know whether she wants a life with me or... whether I’m only a mistake she wishes she had never made.”

Their fists slowed, each confession stripping away another layer of the walls they had built around themselves. The strikes lost their force, their movements softening as exhaustion and emotion overtook the fight. 

Luo’s final push landed weakly against Muxan’s chest, more of a desperate shove than a strike, the gesture carrying no anger at all.

Muxan caught Luo’s wrist before the weak blow could fall, his fingers closing around it with a trembling grip that held no force, only exhaustion. 

They remained there, locked in place, the weight of everything they had been carrying pressing down on their shoulders like a burden neither of them could bear alone. The fight had drained out of them completely, leaving only the truth they had been too afraid to speak.

Luo’s voice slipped out in a whisper. “I’m scared, Muxan.” 

Muxan closed his eyes, the admission striking him with a force no physical struggle ever could. 

“So am I,” he answered.

Luo’s voice broke again, the sound thin and unsteady. “I won’t betray you. Not ever.” The promise came from a place deeper than loyalty, deeper than fear, a place carved by years of standing side by side, surviving storms that would have destroyed lesser men.

Muxan’s breath shuddered as he met Luo’s gaze. “I won’t betray you either,” he said quietly. “I know what she means to me. I won’t deny it.”

His voice steadied with effort. “But I know what you are to me as well. That has never shifted. We’re brothers. Whatever comes... we face it together.”

Their Qi, which had been raging moments before, began to settle around them, softening into a steady pulse that matched the rhythm of their breathing. The tension in the chamber eased, and the floating lantern above them slowed its frantic dance and settled into a serene, steady radiance.

Then a sudden pulse rippled outward. Both men lifted their heads at the same moment, sensing the shift that did not come from either of them. The seal’s weakening was no longer a distant threat. It was happening now, the first small fracture whispering through the fabric of the realm.

“It’s starting,” Muxan said, the words barely audible but heavy with understanding.

Luo nodded, his breath steady. “We’ll be ready,” he said, and the conviction in his voice carried the strength of someone who had finally stopped running from the truth.

The storm inside them had finally broken, leaving clarity in its wake. Now, with their hearts unburdened and their spirits aligned, they could face the storm gathering outside—the one that threatened everything they loved. ✿
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❧

Outside the chamber, the Emperor paused mid-step, sensing the shift. A surge of energy slammed against the wall of the cultivation chamber—raw, unfiltered, emotional Qi. The kind that came only from truth finally spoken and burdens finally shared.

He closed his eyes, letting the echo of their turmoil wash over him. Good, he thought, the word forming with a weary certainty. Let it out. All of it. They cannot enter a war with this still festering inside them. He placed his hand against the chamber wall, feeling the vibrations of their emotions through the stone as clearly as if they were striking his own chest.

The energy inside pulsed again, first as a violent clash of conflicting Qi, then as a sudden, unexpected settling, like chaos collapsing into stillness. He exhaled, the breath leaving him with the weight of centuries behind it. “Be ready in time,” he said silently. 

While Luo and Muxan steadied their Qi inside the cultivation chamber, the Emperor had already set his strategy in motion. Every piece was placed exactly where he needed it, every order delivered with the precision of a man who understood the cost of hesitation. Yet there was one truth he kept hidden from everyone, a truth that shadowed even his most decisive steps. He walked away with his thoughts heavy, the weight of what he carried pressing against him with a burden he could not share.

The Emperor opened the sealed message Master Hu had sent. His eyes moved over the words once more, slower this time, as though seeing them differently.

“You have already paid too much to hold the seal,” he read quietly.

He paused there, the words settling deeper than before.

“You forced your Qi beyond what your body can endure. What remains is not strength, but depletion.”

His fingers clenched once before easing. “The hollowing will not pass.”

The chamber felt still around him.

“You are no longer sustaining the seal. You are barely sustaining yourself.”

The Emperor’s gaze lingered on the next lines, longer than before. “Enter cultivation. Not for advancement. Not for refinement. To survive.”

The words did not read like instructions. They read like a conclusion. He continued, more quietly now, as though the weight of it demanded it. “This is not a warning. It is truth.”

The final line remained. The Emperor did not read it immediately. 

He waited, then spoke it aloud. “The choice is yours.”

His mind churned. If I enter cultivation before the war begins, and the battle erupts while I am sealed away, the realm will face the storm alone. And by the time I emerge, I will have abandoned them at the moment they needed me most. 

Yet the thought that pressed even harder was the truth he could no longer outrun. If the war arrives and I remain as I am, weakened and fraying, I will not merely fail to protect the realm. I will become the very weakness the enemy uses to break us.

He stood upon the highest terrace of his palace, overlooking the vast expanse of the realm. Spiritual Qi flowed through the air, and light glimmered across the jade rooftops below. His mind was unsettled.

Both paths carried devastating risk. Both demanded sacrifice. The Emperor understood this with perfect clarity. He needed to choose, and the weight of that choice pressed on him like a mountain.

✽✽✽

Before his thoughts could fully settle, the Eternal Council convened one last time ahead of their descent into the shield chambers.

They did not take their seats immediately. Instead, they stood, the space between them charged with a tension no ceremony could soften.

One by one, they bowed.

“Your Eternal Emperor,” Councilor Ying began, his voice measured, respectful but carrying something heavier beneath it. “We have not seen the Eternal Prince for several days.”

He continued, “The last time he was absent in such a manner, it was under punishment. But war approaches, and he is central to the command of our forces.”

The chamber showed no outward change, yet agreement passed through it all the same. The Emperor regarded him in silence, not dismissing the concern, but not answering it.

“Prince Luo’s role in the coming war is... understood,” the Emperor said, his tone even, deliberate. “That remains unchanged.”

The words did not resolve anything, but the councilors did not attempt to interrupt.

“But command has already been given,” the Emperor continued. “Lord Fargu now stands at the head of the armies. He will lead the first wave.”

A quiet exchange of glances passed between the Eternal Councilors.

“This council has already accepted this,” the Emperor added. “The decision is not new.”

Councilor Wei stepped forward, “Your Eternal Emperor, we accepted it in balance,” he said. “Lord Fargu is more than capable. But capability does not answer presence. Not at a time such as this.”

Councilor Feng’s voice followed, lower, edged more carefully.

“In a war of this scale, the Eternal Prince’s position is not merely symbolic. His absence shifts more than command.”

Now the silence between them deepened as the truth beneath it became clear. Luo and Muxan were missing. And still, no explanation had been given.

The Emperor did not acknowledge the pattern.

“War presses closer with every breath,” the Emperor said, as though nothing within the room had changed. “Our attention remains on the preparations already set in motion. Those preparations will hold.”

Councilor Ying did not step back this time.

“And if the Eternal Prince does not return in time?” he asked, more quietly now, but no less firm. “You have always held that command does not falter. If the Eternal Emperor is not present, the Eternal Prince assumes command... and if the Eternal Prince is not present... the next must stand.”

The Emperor’s gaze settled on him. “Then Lord Fargu will take command. He holds that position,” he said.

His voice remained steady. “He has already been prepared to do so.”

The words should have provided certainty. Instead, they created a deeper unease. A ripple moved through the chamber, not of panic, but of something far more dangerous.

“Your Eternal Emperor,” Councilor Ying said carefully, each word placed with intent. “What are you not telling us?”

This time, the silence sharpened.

“You believe I have not told you everything?” the Emperor asked, his tone unchanged, but the weight beneath it unmistakable.

Councilor Ying bowed immediately.

“Never. I would not suggest such a thing.” He straightened, slower now. “But I would like to understand why the Eternal Prince is absent... and why the one who would stand in his place is not here.”

Silence stretched long and thick enough to cut through the hall. 

“Lord Fargu is already with the warriors of the first wave,” the Emperor said. “He is positioned where he should be. He will not leave that command unless I summon him... or unless circumstances arise that require him to report directly to the throne. Neither has occurred.”

The Emperor rose from his chair. The air shifted instantly. “There will be a banquet.”

The Eternal Council broke, shock and disbelief crashing through the hall as though the Emperor had misspoken. 

“A banquet?” Councilor Feng said, doubt slipping through before he could contain it. “At a time like this?”

The question did not stand alone. It brought others with it. “What purpose could it serve?” Councilor Ying asked.

“Is this meant to calm the realm?” Councilor Wei added.

“Or to conceal something?” Councilor Feng said, softer now, almost reluctant to voice it.

The Emperor did not raise his voice. “It will be held before your descent to the shield chambers,” he said. “You will attend. All of you. And those whose presence is required will be gathered. No exceptions.”

Councilor Ying took a breath before speaking again, “You ask us to gather the realm’s leadership... at the edge of war,” he said. “While its command stands divided, and its Eternal Prince is not present to be seen.”

The words did not accuse, but they pressed. “And you expect that to hold,” he added.

The Emperor’s gaze moved to him. “It will hold.”

“And who,” Councilor Feng asked, more cautiously now, “will stand at the center of such a gathering?”

The Emperor allowed the weight of that question to settle before answering it.

“Princess Quin,” he said.

This time, the reaction was not contained. It moved through the chamber—quiet, but undeniable.

“Princess Quin? She has only just been acknowledged. And the Eternal Prince is not here to stand with her,” Councilor Ying said.

The fracture widened. The Emperor could feel the unity beginning to fray.

“Is this wise?” Councilor Wei added, unable to hold it back.

“And why her?” Councilor Feng asked, more sharply now. “At a moment where perception becomes as critical as strength, this choice invites question.”

The Emperor turned his head slightly. Not enough to shift position. Only enough to direct the full weight of his attention.

“She will stand where she must be seen,” he said.

The Emperor raised his hand, silencing what remained of their arguments.

“You may not see the first signs of battle with the eye, but I feel it. The seal is already under attack by Dahar. They will break it and pour through in waves while we stand here bickering.”

His voice did not rise. “I have heard your concerns. I have allowed your questions. Now hear me, and understand me clearly.”

A pause, sharp and dangerous. “Princess Quin will oversee this banquet. It is the calm before the calamity that will consume this realm.”

His gaze moved across them, unwavering. “You will attend. You will conduct yourselves accordingly. You will show respect.”

Another pause heavier than the last, “And when this war is over, if there is anything to answer for, we will return to it then.”

He dismissed them.

The hall emptied, leaving him alone with the echo of his own decisions.

✽✽✽

Elsewhere, at the very front of the war preparations, stood Lord Fargu. The Emperor trusted no one else to withstand the first wave.

Lord Fargu stood upon the outer terrace of the Eternal Boundary, the vast expanse of the glistening barrier stretching before him like a living wall of celestial light. His eternal robes flowed with the quiet weight of power, and the spear in his hand pulsed faintly with ancient resonance. His gaze remained fixed on the distant edge of the realm, where Dahar’s forces gathered like a storm pressing against the heavens themselves.

He felt the tremor before anyone else, a deep vibration that rolled through the ground beneath his boots and climbed up his spine like a warning whispered by the realm itself. The air shifted around him, carrying with it a pulse of Qi that tasted like metal and ash, a sign he had hoped he would never sense again. His jaw locked as the truth settled into his bones. 

He raised his hand and signaled the commanders, his voice steady even as the ground trembled beneath them. 

“Assemble the divine formations. Raise the shields of light. Archers, ascend to the higher terraces of the boundary. Stand within the eternal order and await my command.”

The guardians moved at once, disciplined and silent, their steps flowing in perfect unison, the kind of harmony only warriors forged over centuries could achieve. 

Lord Fargu planted the butt of his spear against the luminous stone, letting the ancient weapon anchor him. He drew his Qi downward, grounding it through the very foundation of the Eternal Realm. The air around him trembled as his energy sank into the earth, merging with the boundary itself. If the breach came, he would be the first to face whatever emerged. If the dragons forced their way through the weakening seal, he would be the one to stand in their path. And if Empress Lia herself stepped onto Hatyian soil, he would be the wall she struck at first.

He had sworn an oath to the Emperor, one he had carved into his heart long before the threat of war had taken shape. 

“No Hatyian Guardian will fall in the first wave. Not while I stand.” He had spoken those words with steady resolve, and now, as the tremor deepened through the Eternal Boundary, he felt the weight of that promise settle across his shoulders like a sacred armor. It did not crush him. It steadied him. And he meant every word. ✿
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❧

Meanwhile, in Dahar, Lint Ji sat within his chamber, the air thick with a restless pressure that had not left him in months. His Qi coiled around him in uneven currents, betraying his turmoil.

He summoned one of the palace painters to his chamber. He wished to see Quin, if not in flesh, then in form. The painter arrived quickly, bowing low, already aware that any mistake would not be forgiven.

Lint Ji did not waste time. “This must be flawless,” he said. “Not close. Exact.”

His gaze did not waver. “Every line. Every detail. You will not fail me.”

“Yes, my lord,” the painter replied, voice unsteady.

Lint Ji stepped closer, his attention sharpening as he began to speak, his memory clear, disturbingly so.

“The garment she wore at the cultivation ground was simple but elegant. The fall of the fabric here,” he gestured precisely, “and the sleeves, lighter at the ends.”

He paused, watching the strokes take form.

“Her hair was pinned higher. No—” his voice cut in suddenly, “more to the left. There. That is where it rested.”

The painter adjusted immediately.

Lint Ji’s gaze lowered, studying the curve of the neck as it formed.

“Lower,” he said. “You missed it. There is a line here.” His fingers hovered just above the surface, not touching. “The collarbone shows more than you think.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “Yes. That is better,” he said.

He did not look away, not for a single breath. Time passed unnoticed. Stroke by stroke, correction by correction, he refined the image until it no longer resembled interpretation, but memory made visible.

A reflection, not of her. But of how he held her in his mind. When it was finished, he dismissed the painter, offering no further words. 

The chamber fell silent. Lint Ji stood before the image, unmoving. Slowly, he lifted his hand, his fingers brushing lightly along the surface. “You should be mine,” he said softly. “They will not keep you or the dragon seed from me.”

His gaze darkened. “When I break their seal...” His voice lowered further. “I will take you.”

Silence pressed around him.

✽✽✽

Moments later, he spoke again. “Bring me a seamstress.”

The command did not need to be raised. It moved through the chamber with quiet certainty, and those beyond the door responded at once.

She was brought in quickly.

She entered with lowered eyes, her steps careful, betraying the tension that had settled into her limbs long before she had crossed the threshold. She bowed deeply, not daring to lift her gaze to him. 

Lint Ji did not look at her immediately. His attention remained fixed ahead, as if the image before him held greater weight than the living presence that now waited.

Then, with a slight movement, he gestured. “This.”

The word was simple and absolute.

Her eyes lifted for only a moment, just enough to see what he meant, before she forced her gaze down once more.

The seamstress felt her breath catch.

He stepped closer to it, his gaze narrowing slightly. “No variation,” he said. 

His voice lowered. “It will be precise.”

The air in the chamber seemed to still, as though even sound itself understood what had just been demanded.

“Yes, my lord,” she whispered. Her voice barely held. She did not ask why. She knew better.

Lint Ji dismissed her with a wave of his hands.

She remained bowed for several breaths longer before retreating, careful not to move too quickly, as though haste itself might draw attention she could not withstand.

Once the garment was done, he had it delivered to him.

This time, one of the women who often visited his chamber was brought before him with the garment. She had long wished to please him and welcomed the chance to wear it, if that was his intent. But fear still lingered, fear that he would refuse her.

She stepped into the chamber with hesitation that she could not hide, no matter how carefully she tried to compose herself. Her hands were already trembling at her side before she realized they were moving at all.

She bowed deeply.

He did not acknowledge it.

Instead, he took the garment and held it out toward her. “Wear it.”

Her breath faltered, and her head lowered immediately, deeper than before. “Yes... my lord.”

She turned to leave, but he stopped her. “Change here,” he said.

He watched her carefully as she slipped out of her dress and into the new one, taking care not to crease it so it would fall exactly as it should.

The garment rested upon her frame as commanded, arranged with care that bordered on desperation. He stepped closer, pinning her hair with unhurried precision until it matched the image exactly.

To her, it felt like tenderness.

To him, she did not exist beyond the role she filled, something placed there to resemble what he could not yet have.

His gaze traced the fall of the garment, the line of her shoulders, the placement of her hair. He allowed his hands to brush her collarbone.

He reached out, lifting a strand of her hair between his fingers. His hand did not tremble as hers did. His fingers moved lower, tracing the line of where the hair met the curve of her back.

“Here,” he said quietly. “It falls here.”

His hand lingered for a breath too long. Then, slowly, his hand withdrew. He stepped back.

His gaze narrowed again, studying her in silence. The resemblance was closer now. But still not enough.

“This will do,” he said.

His fingers lifted once more, brushing lightly across her cheek, touching her lips. She trembled at his touch.

“You may stay the night,” he said under his breath.

It was the first night he had ever felt anything close to satisfaction. Not peace. Not contentment. But something quiet enough to resemble it. Something that had settled over him in the dark, loosening the constant unrest that coiled within his chest. For a few hours, it had stilled the noise that never truly left him.

He had allowed it. That alone made it different. But when the first light of dawn broke through the curtains and slipped across the chamber, it did not soften the space. It revealed it.

The woman beside him shifted, drawing a breath, the faint sound of waking beginning to take form. He opened his eyes, but she was not Quin.

The memory of the night did not strike him in anger. It did not ignite into rage in the way it might have once. Instead, something colder moved through him, sweeping away every trace of what had been allowed to remain.

She stirred again, half-waking, unaware of the change that had already passed over the room.

“Take your things,” he said. His voice carried only finality. “Leave this chamber.”

The words reached her before she was fully awake. Her body stilled, then tensed. For a moment, she did not move, caught somewhere between confusion and fear. Then it reached her, and she understood. She had stayed too long. No other woman had ever stayed the whole night.  She moved quickly, the quiet haste of someone who had learned the cost of delay. Her hands trembled as she gathered her things. 

He rose, turning away from the bed, his attention already moving elsewhere. She dressed quickly, her breath uneven, though she tried to quiet it. She did not dare look at him again.

Behind her, his voice came once more.

“Return when the garment has been cleaned and made right.”

She did not speak. She bowed, then moved for the door, each step measured, contained, driven by the need to be gone before anything in the room shifted again.

Lint Ji remained where he stood, his gaze unmoving, as though nothing had occurred at all.

To him, it had not.

The presence that had occupied the night had already dissolved, leaving no trace worth holding.

No memory worth keeping. Only the absence remained. He stared at the image before him. 

“Quin, I need you,” he said.

✽✽✽

Lint Ji had denied Commander Wong every audience since their last meeting, shutting himself away with only his thoughts and the growing hunger for Quin and the dragon seed she possessed. But today, he allowed him to enter.

Commander Wong stepped inside and bowed. “My lord.”

He lifted his gaze and froze for a heartbeat. Lint Ji looked different. Sharper. Hollowed. As if something inside him had shifted in a direction that did not lead back. Commander Wong’s gaze moved across the chamber before settling on the image of Quin. He saw it, but said nothing. After only a moment, he shifted his gaze away and looked back at Lint Ji. 

“We are close,” Commander Wong said carefully. “Hatyian’s Realm Seal has weakened. Hung Bu continues to aid Empress Lia, lending her his strength and his counsel.” 

He hesitated, then added, “My lord, in only days we will cross into Hatyian.”

Lint Ji’s eyes brightened with a light that was not entirely stable. “The warriors?”

“They are trained,” Commander Wong answered. “Enhanced with corrupted Essence. Their bodies hardened. Their minds honed. They will not fall easily.”

Lint Ji smiled, slow and pleased. “Last time, Hatyian struck us with a surprise attack. We will not be caught unprepared again.”

But Commander Wong was not troubled. “My lord, their seal has been locked for many months. If they intended to strike first, they would have done so long before we reached this level of readiness.”

Lint Ji’s voice cooled. “Never underestimate the enemy. What news from our spy in the shield chambers of the Lower Realm?”

“Little movement,” Commander Wong said. “Few visitors. Nothing unusual reported. Food supplies are dwindling, but their meetings remain secret.”

Lint Ji leaned back, fingers tapping once against the arm of his chair. “Tell them to listen harder. Every whisper. Every footstep. Every breath.”

Commander Wong bowed his head. “Yes, my lord.”

Lint Ji’s gaze sharpened, a dangerous glint flickering in his eyes. “And as for the food,” he said, “they know what to do.”

Commander Wong felt the meaning behind those words settle like a stone in his stomach. Whatever Lint Ji had become in these months, he was no longer a man preparing for war. He was a man preparing for something far darker.

And the realm would feel it soon.

✽✽✽

Empress Lia finally had a moment of silence. The chamber around her was lit only by the spark of ritual candles. The incantation was complete, the sigils drawn with meticulous attention, and the ritual circle pulsed faintly with restrained power. All that remained was Hung Bu’s final direction. Once he gave it, she knew with absolute certainty that the Realm Seal would break. 

Yet even with victory so close, her thoughts drifted to Luo.

The one person she insisted she loved above all others. The one bond she believed should have remained unshakable. She began to pace, her steps slow and deliberate, her robes whispering across the stone floor.

“If it were not for Quin, our bond would have endured, my son,” she murmured, her voice carrying a tremor of old resentment. “Why do you not see how she divides us?”

She paused, her hand brushing the edge of the ritual table as if she needed its steadiness.

“You could have chosen any woman your heart desired,” she continued, her tone narrowing. “Why did it have to be her?”

Her pacing grew sharper, agitation rising like a tide she could no longer contain.

“That wretched Song Mua...” Her voice cracked, the old wound reopening as if it had never healed. “Even in death, your shadow lingers. Your daughter is now bound to my son. How could the realms warp themselves so viciously?”

She pressed a hand to her temple, as though the thought itself was too heavy to bear. The chamber felt smaller, the air thicker, her resentment coiling around her like a shadow that refused to loosen its grip.

She drew a long, trembling breath, gathering herself with effort.

“It does not matter,” she whispered. “When I breach Hatyian, she will have nowhere to run.”

Her eyes hardened, the softness of a mother replaced by the cold certainty of an empress who believed she had been wronged by fate itself.

“I will take her from Luo’s side,” she said, her voice low and resolute. “And you, Emperor Ti... you will watch as your son ascends the throne while your own time draws short.”

The candles flickered violently, as if reacting to the weight of her words. Empress Lia stood alone in the dim chamber, surrounded by power, resentment, and a love twisted so tightly it had become something unrecognizable. ✿
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❧

These Qìthryx were faster, more powerful, and capable of full concealment. On arrival, they would remain invisible to the eye, flowing through the air like a breath of wind. Only when it was safe would they open, allowing those within to step out. Afterward, each Qìthryx would shrink to something that could be held in the palm, still tied to its warrior’s Essence, impossible to replicate or steal.

They carried everything: supplies, weapons, armor, and the strength of Shenqirion itself.

Days drifted past like falling petals. Then, without a sign or whisper, a wave of Qi descended upon the Lower Realm.

The moment they arrived in the Lower Realm, each of them stood within the protection of their own Qìthryx, the bond already prepared, already stabilized through days of cultivation.

They believed the process was complete. It was not.

Lady Zhihua had waited. She had not performed the final seal within Shenqirion. It required no ritual space, no external force, only precision and control. But it demanded absolute secrecy, and she would not risk another witnessing what should not be revealed.

Within her own Qìthryx, unseen and unfelt by the others, she drew inward. One by one, she reached through the prepared bonds, not touching the Qìthryx itself, but the connection each bearer carried within them. All that remained was to anchor it.

She did not do it separately. She connected them. Thousands of prepared bonds, aligned through shared timing and proximity, formed a single Qi-weave beneath her awareness.

Then she sealed them.

The moment the final thread was set into place, the effect was immediate.

A surge of energy rose through the valley, vast and impossible to contain. It spread outward in a sweeping force, rippling through the ground and lifting into the air as though the realm itself had been struck. The pulse carried upward, sharp and sudden, shaking the space around them.

To the warriors within the Qìthryx, it felt like the impact of arrival, the force of crossing from one realm into another.

That was what they believed it to be. Only Lady Zhihua knew the truth. It was not their arrival that had shaken the Lower Realm. It was the moment every bond had been sealed at once.

✽✽✽

It rolled across the valley like a silent explosion. Dust and smoke lifted from the earth. Even the sky seemed to shiver.

Inside the secret warriors' hidden stronghold in Naping, Xue Wenzhan stopped walking. His head lifted. His eyes narrowed.

Commander Bo felt it too. His hand went to his weapon. “That is not normal.”

Yu Lan staggered as the pressure rolled over him. “What was that?”

Another wave hit. Stronger. Heavier. Ancient.

Xue Wenzhan spoke quietly. “Could it be mighty beasts returning? Or Daharian warriors attacking?”

More secret warriors rushed in. They felt the threat. Their Qi rose. Their stances shifted. They were ready. The pressure in the air deepened. Xue Wenzhan felt the shift. His breath steadied, eyes alert. 

“We move,” he said.

Commander Bo reacted instantly. “Formation Three. With me.” Several warriors stepped forward. 

Yu Lan moved toward them. “I am coming.”

Xue Wenzhan looked at him once, calm and certain. “Then keep your breath steady. Do not fall behind.”

Yu Lan nodded. His pulse quickened, but he held his ground. 

Commander Bo glanced at him but did not speak. If Xue Wenzhan allowed it, then Yu Lan had earned his place. 

The warriors gathered. Their Qi aligned. The air tightened around them. 

“Move,” Xue Wenzhan said. 

In the next instant, they vanished. No sound. No flash. Only the faint ripple of power left behind. Yu Lan felt the world shift around him as he followed.  He was now part of the response and formation. 

They reached the source of the disturbance. The valley was empty, yet they could still sense the Qi, heavy and close around them. 

Commander Bo lifted his hand. “Hold.”

The warriors adjusted their formation. Their breath steadied. Their focus sharpened.

Yu Lan felt the pressure settle against his skin. It was familiar in a way he could not place.

“It is near,” he said.

Xue Wenzhan did not answer. His eyes stayed fixed on the space before them. A faint pulse rose through the air and drew itself into one bright point that pressed against their sight. 

Recognition struck Xue Wenzhan. He had seen this light before. Around the Qìthryx, where Lady Zhihua had lain unconscious.

His voice cut through the tension. “Stay alert. Do not strike.”

The warriors lowered their blades a fraction. Their Qi steadied. The light opened. Lady Zhihua stepped forward, graceful and calm, her presence distinctly elegant. Her robes settled around her like flowing water. Her gaze moved over the armed warriors with quiet amusement.

Xue Wenzhan stepped forward. “Stand down.”

Commander Bo obeyed at once. The others followed.

Lady Zhihua lifted a brow. “So, this is the greeting. Blades raised. Eyes sharp. Shenqirion arrives in support, yet your realm greets us as if we are intruders.”

Her tone was light, and her smile faint.

Xue Wenzhan kept his expression composed. There was no hint of familiarity, no trace of their history, only the proper address. 

“Lady Zhihua of Shenqirion. Your arrival carried great force. The warriors reacted as trained.”

Her eyes lingered on him for a heartbeat, a silent exchange carrying a knowing look. Then she turned to the others. “Let us begin with clarity.”

✽✽✽

Behind her, the air stirred again. The concealed Qìthryx shifted. Something immense waited to be revealed.

The light faded, and thousands of warriors stood before them. Their robes caught the dim light of the valley. Their presence filled the air like a rising tide. The secret warriors exhaled quietly. They needed this support.

Commander Bo stepped forward. “Your aid is welcome and needed. But I know nothing of your realm.”

Lady Zhihua answered with calm certainty. “Many do not know of our existence. But Hatyian aided us once, and we remember the kindness.”

Commander Bo nodded.

“Then you should meet with Commander Rhuang. Your warriors may accompany ours to one of our strongholds in the mountains. You and one other may come with us to discuss the next steps.”

But Lady Zhihua shook her head. “The warriors must be settled. I will go alone.”

She lifted her hand toward the assembled warriors.

“All Shenqirion forces, follow Commander Bo. You will be taken to safety.”

Light swept across the secret warriors as they gathered the visitors. The ground trembled as the formation broke apart, their bodies drawn toward a refuge carved deep within the mountain. The movement was silent and controlled, as if the mountain itself had opened to receive them.

But it was not the secret warriors' true stronghold. Even the most skilled allies could not enter that place. Only those personally vetted and trusted by Lord Fargu were ever permitted to cross its threshold. No exceptions. No outsiders. No risks.

So, the Shenqirion warriors were taken elsewhere. It was a secure holding ground, fortified and isolated. A place designed for protection, but also for caution. If any among them were enemies wearing friendly faces, escape would be nearly impossible.

Xue Wenzhan turned to Lady Zhihua. “Come. Commander Rhuang is waiting.”

Yu Lan followed at his side. Commander Bo remained behind to organize the arrivals and ensure every Shenqirion warrior reached their destination.

After a while, two more figures stepped from the fading light: Meixiang and Aralei. They appeared only after Yu Lan had left with Xue Wenzhan and Lady Zhihua.

Commander Bo approached them with steady steps.

Meixiang bowed her head slightly. “I am not here to fight. I wish to observe and learn more about the Lower Realm.”

Commander Bo studied her for a moment. “Very well. You will remain safe.”

He turned to Aralei. “And you. Are you here to observe as well?”

Aralei shook her head. “No. I will fight.”

“Good,” Commander Bo said. “We need every warrior we can gather. Wait here. I will bring you both to the shield chamber soon.”

Meixiang and Aralei nodded.

Commander Bo walked a short distance away, his boots striking the hard earth with a dull, steady rhythm.

Smoke drifted across the valley. Ash clung to the ground. The air still held the weight of the earlier disturbance.

Meixiang leaned close to Aralei, her voice barely a whisper. “Why did you not appear from your Qìthryx while Yu Lan was here?”

Aralei looked away. “I don’t know. But we must stay focused. This place is dangerous. You must stay close and never drift away.”

The warriors moved in steady lines toward the mountain stronghold, their forms slipping into the bending light that carried them forward. One by one, they vanished into the passage until the last group dissolved into the distance.

When the final trace of light faded, Commander Bo reappeared beside them, the air settling around his return.

“I will take you to the shield chamber now.”

He motioned for them to follow. Commander Bo lifted his hand. Golden light rose around him, bright and steady.

Aralei paused. “Why is some light golden when others appear different?”

The question surprised him. “You have seen someone from Hatyian use Light Travel before.”

She nodded.

A small smile touched his face. “Warriors carry golden light. It is the hue of battle, the color invoked in war. Others bear different lights, each bound to their own purpose. Some heal. Some guide. Some shield. The Eternal Prince and the higher ranks possess their own distinct lights as well, though they may call upon golden light whenever they choose. But regardless of rank or color, all Light Travel follows the same path.”

He shifted his stance, the light gathering more around them. 

“We move swiftly, so hold tight.”

The golden light rose at his command. The air trembled, and the world bent. In the next instant, the light released them. They stood outside the shield chamber.

Commander Bo stepped forward. “This way, Lady Zhihua is inside.”

✽✽✽

Inside the shield chamber, Lady Zhihua, Xue Wenzhan, Yu Lan, and Commander Rhuang spoke privately.

Commander Rhuang’s voice carried the weight of duty.

“The arrival of your warriors is invaluable. Thousands stand with us now. But Dahar has even more. Their numbers far exceed ours. If we face them head-on, we could be crushed before we reach Hatyian. Strategy must guide us, not strength.”

Lady Zhihua accepted this with no hesitation. “We are trained
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